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 3 
Introduction 
Aristotle wrote that “it is absurd to hold that a man ought to be ashamed of being 
unable to defend himself with his limbs, but not of being unable to defend himself with 
speech and reason.”1 The study of the ways in which people are able to persuade others 
(whether in order to defend themselves as Aristotle suggests or otherwise) is known as 
rhetoric. Traditional Aristotelian rhetorical theory examines how the orator appeals to 
character (ethos), emotion (pathos), and reason (logos). Ethos’ relevance to persuasion is 
clear in Aristotle’s explanation that a speaker must instill confidence in his audience that 
he has “good sense, good moral character, and goodwill” because “we believe good men 
more fully and more readily than others.”2  Aristotle even suggests that the speaker’s 
“character may almost be called the most effective means of persuasion he possesses.”3 
Aristotle’s longer writings about ethos have been summarized and the concept of ethos 
succinctly defined by Amossy as “the image of self built by the orator in his speech in 
order to exert an influence on his audience” (1).4
Ethos remains a common discussion point used to analyze the rhetoric of 
contemporary life. Ethos in political rhetoric has been a consistent focus of rhetoricians, 
with journals such as Rhetoric and Public Affairs and Communication Quarterly 
publishing research studying the rhetoric of specific politicians such as Robert Kennedy 
and Lyndon Baines Johnson, political campaigns such as the 2004 election campaign, 
political advertising, and a myriad of other topics. Although analysts such as the New 
York Times’ Peter Applebome have cited the perception of the decline of traditional 
master orators in politics, he argues that the 20th and now 21st centuries have seen a rise 
in the number of men and women “whose words actually translated into lasting 
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leadership.”5 Additionally, as the internet has become more accessible, so too have the 
candidates’ speeches and comments. A Pew Research Center poll in June 2008 found that 
39% of Americans with internet access had used the internet to find campaign materials 
such as “video of candidate debates, speeches and announcements, as well as position 
papers and speech transcripts.”6
In the political arena, candidates must establish ethos for many of the reasons which 
Aristotle discussed, but do so within a much different context than in 3rd century Greece. 
The issue of increased media coverage and access through the internet and other 
technology has been a blessing and a curse to modern day politicians. While the media 
through which a candidate can broadcast his or her image is ever increasing, the 
candidates of today must also be vigilant in correcting or fine-tuning the messages about 
them sent by media while simultaneously trying to stay ahead of the competition by 
harnessing the power of these new persuasive tools most effectively. The issue for all 
candidates, whether they are an established politician or a relative newcomer, a 
conservative or a liberal, a white man or a black man, is essentially how they can exploit 
positive character images and deflect the negative.  
 Clearly, what political candidates are saying and how 
they are saying it is as important as it has ever been, and rhetoricians have gravitated 
towards this field of study as a result. 
With the 2008 Presidential election now at last concluded, the timing is right for an 
analysis of the rhetoric used throughout the campaign. The focus of this thesis will be the 
rhetoric of the candidates for the two major parties—Republican Senator John McCain 
and Democratic President Barack Obama (who in this thesis will be referred to under the 
title he held during the campaign, Senator Obama). This thesis will examine the various 
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ways in which the two candidates attempted to establish ethos during their respective 
campaigns. I have chosen to refine my inquiry to the realm of ethos for a variety of 
reasons. First, this election, like the recent 1988, 1992, and 1996 elections7, has often 
been “less about policy than about values and moral character,” as even outside observers 
have noted.8 Furthermore, Sen. McCain himself told a crowd of supporters in New 
Hampshire in the earliest days of the primaries, “Before I can win your vote, I must win 
your respect.”9 The previous Presidential election in 2004 also highlights the importance 
of ethos. As Reyes points out, Sen. John Kerry’s efforts to win the election were thwarted 
in very large part due to The Swift Boat Veterans for Truth’s attack on “two important 
centerpieces of his presidential ethos”—his “credibility and war record” (571).10
Sen. Obama, on the other hand, faced a different set of circumstances which 
nonetheless would also make ethos a key factor. Sen. Obama’s ethos was largely 
undefined when he entered the race. He was perhaps best known for his speech to the 
Democratic National Convention, in which he “made his life the story of America” and in 
essence argued that “character, defined as life experience, [should be] qualification for 
office” (645).
 Sen. 
McCain, who also would emphasize his war hero status from his service in Vietnam, 
would have to remember the lesson from the 2004 election—“the party that eventually 
won was the party that controlled the lens through which Vietnam was perceived” (573). 
In other words, it was paramount to his campaign that he used his service as an advantage 
and minimized any damage it could do to his ethos.  
11 His unique character (or ethos) would be a consistent theme of his 
presidential campaign as well. Sen. Obama also faced the challenge of running for 
President as a black man in a country with a brutal history of slavery and in which 
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segregation was legal and tolerated into the 1960s. Just as the end of legal segregation did 
not end many disparities and inequalities between whites and blacks, basic assumptions 
about Sen. Obama’s ethos based on his race were certain to still exist in the minds of 
many as a result of continued racial tensions. Sen. Obama would largely ignore the topic 
of his race until a crisis forced the issue into forefront, at which point an entire speech 
was devoted to the topic.  
In order to study the use of ethos by both candidates, I analyzed video and 
transcripts from six speeches from both campaigns. In consultation with rhetorician Dr. 
Carol Reeves, I chose some of the most publicized speeches from both campaigns, 
working on two assumptions: the first, that the campaigns would put the most publicity 
into the speeches they most wanted the American public to hear or read, and secondly, 
that the most people would, in fact, read and hear the most heavily publicized speeches. I 
also took care to choose speeches which mark the progress of each campaign. For 
example, I chose speeches which followed the candidates’ remarks from their 
announcements of candidacy to their acceptance of their party’s nomination to speeches 
made in the final week of the campaign. As much as possible, I attempted to choose 
speeches of equal length for both candidates and to choose speeches marking similar 
events, such as primary victories.  
From Sen. Obama’s campaign, I chose the following speeches: 
1. His candidacy announcement speech in Springfield, Illinois  
2. His victory speech after the Iowa Caucuses  
3. His speech on race entitled “A More Perfect Union”  
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4. His speech in St. Paul, Minnesota after the conclusion of the Democratic 
primaries  
5. His acceptance speech at the Democratic National Convention 
6. His speech entitled “One Week” in Canton, Ohio just before the general 
election.  
 
From Sen. McCain’s campaign, I chose six speeches marking similar moments in 
the campaign cycle: 
1. His candidacy announcement speech in Portsmouth, New Hampshire 
2.  His speech after his victory in the New Hampshire primary  
3. His speech on the goals of his first term in Columbus, Ohio 
4. His speech delivered in Kenner, Louisiana entitled “A Leader We Can 
Believe In” 
5. His acceptance speech at the Republican National Convention 
6. His speech on the economy delivered in Hershey, Pennsylvania in the final 
week of the campaign.  
 
It should be noted that these texts do not include television and internet 
advertisements, Presidential debate performances, direct mailers, or any other form of 
communication. Just as I do not claim to cover all aspects of rhetoric and instead focus on 
ethos, I do not purport this analysis to cover all persuasive media. Attempting to analyze 
all aspects of rhetoric and every means of persuasion would require a study far beyond 
the scope of this paper and its time constraints. The focus, therefore, is solely on the way 
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the candidates try to establish ethos in their most prominent speeches. Additionally, this 
study will not scrutinize politics or policy and neither endorses a particular candidate’s 
arguments nor discusses the merits of any particular public policy. Rather, it is merely an 
analysis of rhetorical strategies. 
It was my expectation that a study of ethos in the six speeches would reveal four 
things:  
1. Sens. Obama and McCain, while both wishing to been seen as credible and 
virtuous before voters, would each try to establish a distinctly different ethos.  
2. The means of establishing ethos and the ethos itself will reflect the perceived 
ethos of recent Presidential candidates as well as the perceived ethos of each candidate’s 
political party. 
 3. Along the same lines, each candidate would demonstrate an acute awareness of 
his antecedent ethos or narrative. 
4. As the eventual victor, Sen. Obama’s efforts at establishing ethos would prove to 
be more consistent and more appropriate for a presidential campaign than those of Sen. 
McCain. The analysis of the speeches which follows this introduction will demonstrate 
that all four of these expectations were fulfilled in varying degrees through an 
examination of the texts. 
The thesis is broken down into four chapters, which are subdivided into individual 
sections which mark specific speeches. The first chapter, The Primaries, is a discussion 
of four McCain speeches and three Obama speeches which were delivered before the 
general election season opened with the start of the parties’ national conventions. The 
second chapter, Rev. Wright, is a discussion about Sen. Obama’s speech entitled “A More 
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Perfect Union” delivered in Philadelphia during the primary season. This speech stands 
apart from the others selected, as the speech is a result of a character crisis unlike 
anything else seen in the campaign. Given what I believe to be the speech’s incredible 
importance to Sen. Obama’s campaign as well as past character scandals, I have chosen 
to include it in its own section rather than exclude it for lack of another text from this 
campaign with which to compare it. The third chapter, The General Election, is a 
discussion of the candidates’ convention speeches as well as their closing argument 
stump speeches delivered in the final week of the campaign. The fourth chapter is a 
summary of the study’s findings as well as my conclusions. Wherever appropriate or 
necessary, I have contextualized the speeches by providing historical, cultural, and/or 
political context so that the discussion of the rhetoric of the speeches can be understood 
in its fullest terms. Any quoted text in the discussion not directly attributed to an outside 
source is taken from the campaign speeches themselves, unless otherwise noted. 
Parenthetical citations of page number are included whenever available. 
Our discussion of ethos will involve theory beyond what was defined by Aristotle. 
For instance, we will speak at great length about the topic of antecedent ethos. 
Antecedent ethos can be best defined by an example. When Sen. McCain speaks to his 
audience in Portsmouth, New Hampshire to kick off his campaign, he attempts to 
persuade that audience and establish ethos. However, before Sen. McCain can even utter 
a word, the audience already has preconceived notions of his ethos. Those in the audience 
aware of Sen. McCain’s previous Presidential campaign, his long tenure in the U.S. 
Congress and Senate, or his war record have already conceived what they believe to be 
Sen. McCain’s ethos. The conception of Sen. McCain’s ethos which the audience 
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comprehends before hearing his speech is his antecedent ethos. The disparity between the 
rather full antecedent ethos Sen. McCain has developed over many years in the public 
eye and the relatively weak knowledge in the general public with regards to Sen. 
Obama’s ethos would greatly influence the rhetorical tactics of the two candidates, 
particularly early in the campaign. 
The 2001 study of the use and effectiveness of concrete images in rhetoric by 
Emrich, Brower, et. al will also be a focal point of analysis which will draw out some of 
the differences between the rhetoric of the two campaigns. 12
The correlation between imagery and greatness was explained in the study in 
various ways. Emrich and Brower wrote that “leaders who evoke pictures, sounds, 
smells, tastes, and other sensations tap more directly into followers’ life experiences than 
do leaders who use words that appeal solely to followers’ intellects” (529). Because 
concrete images more vividly engage the audience, orators who use images “are seen as 
being more causally prominent, as making things happen rather than as having things 
happen to them” (532).
 The researchers analyzed 
speeches from Presidents Washington to Reagan and calculated the use of both image-
based words (such as “sweat” or “clamor”) versus concept-based words (such as “work” 
or “request”). They then compared the frequency with which different Presidents used 
each type of word with historical rankings of each President with respect to perceived 
charisma and greatness. The study found that Presidents who used a higher ratio of 
image-based words rather than concept-based words were rated higher in charisma and 
greatness.  
13 Additionally, the research found that an audience uses “how 
easy or difficult it is to comprehend a message…to gauge not only the merits of a 
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message but the competence of the messenger” (532).14
Rather than focusing on specific imaged-based words and counting the number of 
instances of each type of word, we will attempt a broader discussion of the various ways 
in which the candidates create visuals for their audiences—whether through specific, 
concrete images, personal anecdotes, or what Kenneth Burke terms “representative 
anecdotes.”
 Therefore, because image-based 
words are easier to process and comprehend, speakers who describe more concrete 
images for their audience are judged as being more competent. Due to the correlation 
between images and competence and greatness, we will focus in our analysis on the 
extent to which both candidates create images for their audience.  
15
Finally, we will find as integral to the rhetoric of both candidates the idea of party 
ethos. Any candidate for office is subject to scrutiny based on the perceived values of the 
party he or she represents as well as his or her own strong points or shortcomings. 
Carmines and Berkman, in fact, have found that, for many voters, “…basic evaluations of 
the Democratic and Republican parties are grounded not in ideology but in the group 
images they have of the party” (216).
 Burke theorized that when men attempt to create “faithful reflections of 
reality,” they inevitably form what are actually “selections of reality” (59, emphasis in 
original). Therefore, any anecdote meant to be representative of the audience must be 
analyzed for what (and who) it includes and who it excludes. We will also discuss the 
frequency with which each candidate uses images rather than concepts or vice-versa, as 
Sen. McCain’s rhetoric tends to tilt more heavily towards general concepts rather than 
specific images. 
16 For these voters, the key to persuasion rests not in 
a candidate’s particular policies but on the “symbolic values that grow out of the past 
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experience of the dominant group or groups in the party”—for instance, whether the 
voters associate the party with business or labor, with diversity or uniformity, etc (209). 
Because these problems are, most generally, not problems of policy or politics but of 
persuasion, they are particularly vital to our rhetorical evaluation. I believe it should also 
be noted that in addition to the two types of ethos mentioned already—personal and 
party—there ought to be added a third: Presidential ethos. Presidents are expected to say 
certain things in certain ways and in fact often do so in their rhetoric. Therefore, our 
discussion of ethos will acknowledge that any comprehensive analysis must include an 
investigation of how the two candidates use the ethos of both party and the Presidency. 
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I. 
The Primaries 
Section One—A Frontrunner and a Nobody 
What would eventually become infamous for being “the longest presidential 
campaign season in U.S. history”17 started early for both of the eventual nominees, with 
Sen. Obama announcing his candidacy on February 10th, 2007, and Sen. McCain holding 
off only slightly longer, announcing his intentions to a New Hampshire crowd on April 
25th. Both men faced a large pool of potential challengers from within and outside their 
own parties and therefore did not address one another directly. However, the distinctions 
between the two are clear in their first series of public campaign speeches. In the first two 
speeches selected from his campaign, Sen. McCain, the presumed Republican 
“frontrunner,”18
Sen. Obama seemingly faced much longer odds, as the conventional wisdom was 
that New York Senator Hillary Clinton would march through the primary season to win 
 conjures up memories of his recent Presidential run and stresses the 
theme of patriotism as well as his political experience. As the most well-known candidate 
in the Republican field, Sen. McCain’s most pressing concern with regard to personal 
ethos was to convince his audience that he was still the man who ran for President eight 
years earlier. His later two speeches, however, reflect a larger problem. Running as a 
Republican while the incumbent Republican President suffered from historically-low 
approval ratings, Sen. McCain faced some very clear challenges with respect to party 
ethos. The last two speeches in this section are Sen. McCain’s attempts to separate his 
ethos from the negative ethos associated with previous Republican candidates and the 
current Republican Party.  
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the nomination. Pundits believed “it would take fairly dramatic developments to upset 
this steady order”19
 
 and unseat Sen. Clinton from her position as the inevitable nominee. 
Sen. Obama, then, was asked to grapple with a different set of rhetorical problems than 
Sen. McCain. In addition to being an underdog, Sen. Obama, as mentioned before, also 
had to cope with the issue of his race. Although he is careful not to directly address his 
race in these first three speeches, he does use a variety of representative anecdotes to 
portray himself as sharing the ethos of his audience, thus de-emphasizing the extent to 
which his race makes him different. As a first term Senator, Sen. Obama also faced the 
dual challenges of limited public exposure as well as a relative lack of political 
experience. Sen. Obama never refutes claims that he has less experience than most 
candidates but rather uses rhetoric that establishes his ethos as one that is in line with 
previous Presidents. Additionally, the three speeches in this section rely heavily on the 
use of imagery to create ethical appeals which would combat his disadvantages. 
Section Two—“It’s wonderful to be back”: Sen. McCain’s speech in Portsmouth, New 
Hampshire 
We will turn our attention first to Sen. McCain’s candidacy announcement. In 
thanking his audience at the beginning of the speech, Sen. McCain tells them “it’s 
wonderful to be back,”20 referring to his re-entry into Presidential politics after his 
unsuccessful run in 2000. In doing so, McCain attempts to remind voters of the narrative, 
or antecedent ethos, which he established in that campaign. During his 2000 run, Sen. 
McCain gained much publicity as the public began to hear “the compelling story of his 
endurance as a prisoner of Hanoi” and as he established his ethos as “the 
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maverick…tilting at the establishment.”21 The importance of a candidate’s antecedent 
ethos is demonstrated by Sheckels’ 2002 study of the 1998 Maryland gubernatorial race. 
His analysis of the establishment and attacking of ethos in that campaign found that 
persuasive political arguments meant to establish or attack ethos are successful not only 
on their own merit but also to the extent which the ethos “conforms to the antecedent 
ethos—perhaps by reinforcing it by recalling defining moments…”, and that if the ethos 
offered to the audience “produces incoherence by presenting dissonant information, it is 
likely to fail” (460).22
In line with these findings, Sen. McCain devotes ample space in this speech to 
establishing an ethos that is compatible with the candidate the electorate remembers from 
2000, speaking of the lessons learned from his “extended absence abroad” (war hero 
ethos) and vowing to “work with anyone who is serious and sincere about 
solving…problems” (maverick ethos). He also calls to the voters’ minds his famous 
Straight Talk Express, the bus he rode around the country in 2000 while vowing to 
answer reporters’ questions without any political spin, crafting an ethos that led voters to 
consistently describe him as ''‘honest” and “straight-talking.”
  
23 Sen. McCain repeatedly 
claims to offer his audience “the plain truth,” because, he tells his audience, Americans 
“aren’t interested in an election that offers platitudes instead of principles, and insults 
instead of ideas.” Sen. McCain’s audience is to judge him as they did when he ran eight 
years ago—as the courageous war hero and maverick who will work with anyone to get 
something done and tell the American people what they need to hear. And because this 
ethos is in accordance with his antecedent ethos, it is more likely to resonate with his 
audience. Sen. McCain also calls to mind his antecedent ethos through frequent 
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reminders of his time in national politics. This section of his speech highlights Sen. 
McCain’s experience while remaining in line with his antecedent ethos: 
 
I’m not the youngest candidate, but I am the most experienced. I know 
how the military works, what it can do, what it can do better, and what it 
should not do. I know how Congress works and how to make it work for 
the country…I know how the world works. I know the good and the evil 
in it. I know how to work with leaders who share our dreams of a freer, 
safer, and more prosperous world. And I know how to stand up to those 
who don’t. 
 
In short, Sen. McCain tells his audience, that, in addition to being honest and 
willing to do whatever it takes to get the job done, he’s been around long enough to know 
what he’s doing. The specific examples he picks out from his long experience help 
elaborate on some of the other key themes of this speech. Figure 1 is a Word Cloud, 
which arranges the most prominent words in Sen. McCain’s speech by how often they 
appear, with the most often used words appearing the largest (eliminating the most 
common English words such as “the” and “of”).24
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           Fig. 1 
This Word Cloud reveals the themes central to the speech (and consistent with his 
antecedent ethos as a war hero)—the issues of patriotism and country. Sen. McCain uses 
the word ‘country’ twenty-five times in the Portsmouth speech, far more than nearly 
every other word (again excluding common English words). The emphasis Sen. McCain 
places on the military and on his ability to cooperate with as well as confront other 
countries when he speaks of his experience fits neatly into this theme of the speech. 
America is idealized in the speech, as Sen. McCain calls it “a blessed country, a 
proud country, a hopeful country, the most powerful and prosperous country and the 
greatest force for good on earth.” The last thought of that phrase, the ‘goodness’ of 
America, is perhaps the most important characteristic of America, according to Sen. 
McCain’s rhetoric. ‘Good’ is repeated twenty times, also one of the most frequently-
occurring words in the text. Sen. McCain describes America as a country of the good 
which is not being served by current national and global circumstances. The current state 
of affairs is not “good enough” for Americans. ‘Enough’ is another buzz word, repeated 
sixteen times in order to emphasize what Americans deserve, and what they have not 
been getting. Patriots, though, are defined by Sen. McCain as those who recognize that 
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America is good enough to “stake [its] claim on this century as [it] did on the last,” and, 
by focusing on the importance of his country and a belief in its goodness, Sen. McCain 
positions himself as a patriot capable of leading that country. If “greatness is America’s 
destiny” as Sen. McCain claims, then it needs a leader to guide it out of its current 
struggles to that destiny, and Sen. McCain claims to have the “hard experience and the 
history” (and, don’t forget, the honesty) to be the patriot to lead that fight. And, of course, 
Sen. McCain highlights his experience with both the good and evil of the world, 
furthering his credentials and sharpening his ethos. 
The ethos, then, that  Sen. McCain tries to establish in Portsmouth is one consistent 
with his public image from 2000, with extra weight assigned in this particular speech to 
his love of country. He is honest, patriotic, and a maverick. There is little new here, yet 
that should be of little concern to Sen. McCain. He has the luxury of relying on the 
positive traits his audience already admired him for. He also now has eight additional 
years of experience to staple to his résumé. Sen. McCain also does not mention in the 
speech the man who defeated him in the 2000 Republican primary, President George W. 
Bush. Although his attempts to distance himself from Pres. Bush and other unpopular 
Republicans will be more pronounced later, Sen. McCain’s choice to call to mind the 
2000 campaign is certain to remind the American public that it chose Bush over McCain. 
In this way, the audience is meant to remember that Sen. McCain was the opposition 
then, that he provided a different option eight years ago, and therefore, as he has not 
changed, he still represents something different from Pres. Bush. Rather than the 
President’s identical successor, Sen. McCain is yet again a different sort of option in the 
field of Republican hopefuls, a new choice for Americans, yet one they believe they 
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know and can trust. Essentially, Sen. McCain gives Americans a chance to redo what 
many people regret not doing earlier—vote for John McCain, not for George W. Bush. 
 
Section Three—“America is our cause”: Sen. McCain’s  speech in Nashua, New 
Hampshire 
However sound the tactic of bulking up the most positive aspects of his antecedent 
ethos might have seemed at the time of his candidacy announcement, however, Sen. 
McCain’s momentum was eventually halted by a number of political setbacks and 
fundraising difficulties which most analysts believed to be “fatal”25 to his campaign. For 
this reason, his victory in the New Hampshire primary was viewed by many 
commentators as more a “Lazarus-like”26 rebirth than a mere resurgence. One might 
expect, then, that Sen. McCain would shift gears slightly in his New Hampshire victory 
speech in order to further establish the ethos that worked in the Granite State and not rely 
so heavily on what he attempted to portray in the earlier days of the primary season. 
Surprisingly, though, as seen in Figure 2, the message does not change much. 
 
           Fig. 2 
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As evidenced by the prominence of words like “promise,” “serve,” and “trust,” the 
themes of the first speech are evident again in this speech. The following segment from 
the Nashua speech is essentially a recapitulating of the Portsmouth themes, adjusted for 
the context of a victory speech:  
 
I didn't just tell you what the polls said you wanted to hear. I didn't tell you 
what I knew to be false. I didn't try to spin you. I just talked to the people 
of New Hampshire. I talked about the country we love; the many 
challenges we face together; and the great promise that is ours to achieve; 
the work that awaits us in this hour, on our watch: to defend our country 
from its enemies; to advance the ideals that are our greatest strength; to 
increase the prosperity and opportunities of all Americans and to make in 
our time, as each preceding American generation has, another, better 
world than the one we inherited.27
 
 
There is an obvious appeal to ethos in these words, but it is again nothing new. Sen. 
McCain, evidently equating his earlier campaign troubles to be the result of something 
other than his rhetoric (perhaps fundraising or the unfavorable nature of the first caucus 
state, Iowa), sees little need to adjust his ethos. As can be seen in the word cloud, there is 
a greater emphasis in this speech on the word “new,” which is the beginning of Sen. 
McCain’s attempts to brand himself and his party as the party of the future rather than the 
past. Though this single word is prominent, however, it is largely drowned out by the 
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sheer number and variety of words Sen. McCain uses to stress the themes of honesty and 
patriotism. 
Also notable in this speech is Sen. McCain’s preference for concept-based rhetoric 
rather than image-based rhetoric. Sen. McCain largely declines in this speech to create 
any sort of imagery for his audience. The following passage is a good example of 
concepts trumping images: 
 
America is our cause…Her greatness is our hope; her strength is our 
protection; her ideals our greatest treasure; her prosperity, the promise we 
keep to our children, her goodness, the hope to mankind. 
 
Sen. McCain certainly has chances to create more specific images for his audience. Take 
the following excerpt for example: 
 
I talked to the people of New Hampshire. I reasoned with you. I listened to 
you. I answered you. Sometimes, I argued with you. But I always told you 
the truth as best I can see the truth. And you did me the great honor of 
listening. 
 
There is opportunity here to elaborate—to speak of a specific person, of a specific 
discussion, to describe something that the audience might be able to see. Sen. McCain 
could have chosen image-based words rather than relying predominantly on concept-
based words like “reasoned,” “answered,” “argued,” “truth,” and “honor.” Sen. McCain 
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chooses to let the concept of truth guide his argument, just as goodness guides the 
argument from the former excerpt. These, again, are references to the aspects of his ethos 
which he has been stressing from the beginning. Certainly, Sen. McCain’s audience did 
not judge him to be incompetent because he fails to offer more images rather than 
concepts. Although we do not know exactly how every member of Sen. McCain’s 
audience reacted to his speeches, it remains likely to me that his attempts to, as he said, 
“win [the audience’s] respect” and regain “the trust of the people,” would have been 
aided if his audience could have seen him as more competent and proactive, a goal which 
Emrich and Brower suggest could have been accomplished through greater use of verbal 
images. However, it is difficult to argue with the strategy of relying on what people 
already know. In a Republican field in which there is no longer any clear leader, Sen. 
McCain’s well-established antecedent ethos makes him the candidate who is most 
recognizable and, I believe, the candidate who enjoys the greatest advantages. If an 
audience largely already knows what it thinks of you, there is little need to be elaborate 
or extraordinarily descriptive in telling them what they already think. Sen. McCain’s job 
is essentially to keep repeating what he wants people to remember, and this speech 
accomplishes that goal. 
 
 
Section Four—“It is time for our generation to answer that call”: Sen. Obama’s speech 
in Springfield, Illinois 
As discussed before, Sen. Obama faced a more challenging task. Largely unknown, 
black, and running against a powerful and experienced candidate, Sen. Obama was 
charged with the assignment of establishing an ethos nearly from scratch while 
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attempting to gain the support of groups, such as older voters, who many thought unlikely 
to support this type of candidate. Sen. Obama is largely able to establish his ethos 
through the use of representative anecdotes. The following passage appears in Sen. 
Obama’s candidacy announcement: 
 
…we've changed this country before. In the face of tyranny, a band of 
patriots brought an Empire to its knees… We welcomed immigrants to our 
shores, we opened railroads to the west, we landed a man on the moon, 
and we heard a King's call to let justice roll down like water, and 
righteousness like a mighty stream.28
 
 
Sen. Obama’s representative anecdote emphasizes courage, unity, and 
righteousness. His anecdote filters out the violence of the American revolution, the 
bigotry faced by generations of immigrants, the Cold War fears that drove our space 
program, and the hatred and suppression which led to the Civil Rights movement. He 
implies that at the center of the critical moments of American history lies an essential 
goodness. Therefore, when he tells his audience that “it is time for our generation to 
answer that call,” to again take up a fight for change, the goodness of the movement, of 
the fight, is implied. This rhetorical maneuver is Sen. Obama’s first step towards 
introducing his ethos to the general public—he frames himself and his supporters as 
simply part of a righteous American tradition of change. In this framework, rather than 
being someone to fear because he is unknown and different, he can be trusted because his 
cause, like so many others before him, is righteous at its core. 
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Sen. Obama also attempts to balance his ethos in this speech in his embrace of both 
what Tom Hundley of the Chicago Tribune calls “a Big City ethos”29 and a rural ethos. 
Not since Teddy Roosevelt (who won his last election in 1904 and ran once more in 
1912), argues Hundley, has America seen a Presidential candidate who so “unabashedly 
identified himself with the city.” Sen. Obama waits only until the third paragraph of his 
candidacy speech to begin speaking about his life “in some of Chicago’s poorest 
neighborhoods,” a discussion which lasts three paragraphs. His embracing of Chicago is 
certainly unique and perhaps a bit dangerous, as, in Hundley’s words, “an idealized view 
of the small town and a profound mistrust of all things urban” have long been parts of 
politics in this country. Hundley supports his claim about the supremacy of the country 
over the city in American politics by citing examples such as the first President Bush, a 
native of urban Connecticut who emphasized his rural roots in Texas rather than his East 
Coast lifestyle, and President Franklin Roosevelt, who embraced and politicized his rural 
home in Georgia rather than his life in New York City.  Sen. Obama risks that associating 
his ethos with a large city will cause his audience to think of him as corrupt. Yet, as 
Hundley notes, despite being “the first winning candidate in more than a century to 
openly adopt a Big City ethos,” Sen. Obama does not forget to connect his ethos with 
idealistic rural society, either. He consistently reminds voters that he has a “mother from 
Kansas,” and confesses that it is in the much smaller and more rural Springfield, Illinois 
where he saw “all that is America converge” and “the essential decency of the American 
people.” These confessions immediately follow his Chicago biography in his candidacy 
announcement, and it is on the steps of the Old State Capitol building in Springfield, not 
in a crowded Chicago city square, where he makes his announcement. So, while Sen. 
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Obama’s ethos still feels new and different because of his embrace of a vibrant city, he is 
still careful to make sure it is not so different as to be threatening to the large block of 
voters still unsure of how to judge him. 
By choosing to give his speech in the town of Springfield, Sen. Obama is able to 
adopt a very particular rural, small town ethos from a former President. He speaks in 
front of the Old State Capitol Building in Springfield, a spot where, Sen. Obama reminds 
his audience, “Lincoln once called on a divided house to stand together.” This statement 
directly precedes his official announcement of candidacy in the Springfield speech. This 
juxtaposition is not coincidental. Nor is it a mistake that when Sen. Obama starts 
speaking again about Pres. Lincoln towards the end of the address, the referenced 
President sounds a bit like the presidential hopeful himself. He calls Lincoln a “tall, 
gangly, self-made…lawyer” who believed that there “is power in words.” Of course, Sen. 
Obama is also slightly tall and gangly, holds a law degree, sells his persona as a self-
made man, and gained initial fame by using the power of words in his 2004 speech to the 
Democratic National Convention. Sen. Obama quotes Lincoln near the end of the speech 
to endorse his own candidacy: 
 
As Lincoln organized the forces arrayed against slavery, he was heard to 
say: Of strange, discordant, and even hostile elements, we gathered from 
the four winds, and formed and fought to battle through. This is our 
purpose here today. That’s why I’m in this race.  
 
Clearly, Sen. Obama is not interested in merely a generic rural ethos. He wishes to 
be associated with the simple man from Springfield who happened to go down as perhaps 
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the greatest American President. Sen. Obama is aware that an association with Pres. 
Lincoln’s ethos assigns the desirable traits of honesty, strength, and effective and 
transformative leadership to his own ethos. It is also a safe ethos to adopt—Lincoln 
haters are few in America.  
There must be a great deal of audacity, what Sen. Obama calls “a certain 
presumptuousness,” in a candidate with so little experience to adopt the ethos of Lincoln. 
Presumably, he must offer his audience some sort of evidence that he is worthy of such a 
comparison. While he takes some time to align himself with the goodness of past 
crusaders who have “risen up and done what’s needed to be done,” and offers up some of 
his own credentials in reminding his crowd that he “opposed [the Iraq War] from the 
start,” he rarely speaks specifically of himself. Rather, just as he speaks of anecdotes 
meant to be representative of the whole people, he places special emphasis on the 
importance of his candidacy as a group effort. He says his campaign must not be about 
himself but rather “about us.” He tells his audience that the campaign will take “your 
time, your energy, and your advice,” and the payout will be that the experience will “be 
the occasion, the vehicle, of your hopes, and your dreams.” While Sen. Obama is 
certainly ambitious in establishing his ethos as similar to that of the country’s greatest 
crusaders and of Lincoln, the boldness of his claim is tempered because he is speaking 
not about his own greatness, but of our greatness. Sen. Obama includes his audience in 
his discussion of ethos so that he might establish not only his own ethos but a collective 
ethos, an American ethos. This tactic has the dual benefits of curbing his boldness while 
also inviting the audience to be included in the writing of the ethos, which, due to his 
newness on the scene, has largely yet to be written. 
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Section Five—“Our time for change has come”: Sen. Obama’s speech in Des Moines, 
Iowa 
The ethos which Sen. Obama began to formulate in his candidacy announcement 
had its biggest test to date in the Iowa Primaries, which he ultimately won. He uses the 
first lines of his victory speech to start depart from the safety of his first speech by 
defining himself as more and more unique. He tells his audience that the pundits “said 
this day would never come” because “our sights were set too high.”30 Aside from simply 
representing the best of what we have already known, Sen. Obama begins to forcefully 
emphasize with force a new facet of his ethos—his role as the torchbearer of hope. The 
Word Cloud in Figure 3 from the Des Moines speech makes clear the prominence of this 
theme: 
 
           Fig. 3 
While, like Sen. McCain, Sen. Obama does not forget the importance of country, he 
intends for his audience to understand that this particular moment, this particular victory, 
is different because it represents a new hope. Sen. Obama, perhaps sensing that his 
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victory signals a public which is growing more at ease with his candidacy, takes the next 
step of carving out his own unique niche in his ethos.  
Hope, of course, is a concept, much like the concept of truth which Sen. McCain 
centers his ethos on. Sen. Obama, however, begins in the Iowa victory speech to use 
image-based words to tell personal anecdotes with imagery in order to define the concept. 
In the following passage, the concept of hope is defined in largely by use of imagery: 
 
Hope is what I heard in the voice of the New Hampshire woman who told 
me that she hasn't been able to breathe since her nephew left for Iraq; who 
still goes to bed each night praying for his safe return… Hope is what led 
a band of colonists to rise up against an empire…what led young women 
and young men to sit at lunch counters and brave fire hoses and march 
through Selma and Montgomery for freedom's cause. 
 
Image-based words like “rise,” “sit,” and “march” create images meant to be 
representative of hope. In other parts of the speech, Sen. Obama describes the toil of a 
college student and his own work as a community organizer to define hope in a way 
which, while not necessarily having a face, can be imagined as something concrete rather 
than wholly conceptual. While Sen. Obama more frequently uses images to define his 
concepts than Sen. McCain, he does occasionally speak of hope conceptually. When 
doing so, he tends to emphasize that the hope he speaks of is something new, something 
which can help “the improbable beat what Washington said was inevitable.” As the 
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bringing of this hope, Sen. Obama too must be understood as different, as a man who can 
bring something new to the political process.  
Yet, as we saw, he does not abandon a love and devotion to country, as America is 
the most prominent word in his speech, appearing 14 times in the text. In doing so, Sen. 
Obama is making use of what George Lakoff has called “The Obama Code.”31
And so we see again that Sen. Obama has packaged himself as something digestible 
to the American public. His is not a liberal agenda, it is an American agenda. This 
strategy will be even more evident in his speech to the Democratic National Convention. 
However, emboldened by victory, Sen. Obama uses the Iowa speech to make clear that 
his win in this state is the start of something new. He has an ethos we can trust because it 
 Lakoff 
writes that “Obama has consistently maintained that…‘progressive’ values are 
fundamental American values…he is not a progressive; he is just an American.” The 
hope that Sen. Obama describes is the hope of a world where “more families can see a 
doctor...children inherit a planet that’s a little cleaner and safer…[and] the world sees 
America differently.” But Sen. Obama never acknowledges that more widely-available 
health care, environmentalism, nuclear non-proliferation, and a multilateral foreign policy 
are a specific and personal set of priorities. He speaks of progressive taxation and of 
creating green energy, but he contextualizes them not as liberal or Democratic policies 
but as natural outgrowths of American values. Sen. Obama tells his audience that “we are 
one nation; we are one people; and our time for change has come.” Sen. Obama occupies 
the ethos of the defender of true American values rather than that of a liberal, as a man 
who stands up not for “Red States” or “Blue States” but rather for simply “the United 
States of America.” 
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is like the good we have seen, but also an ethos than carries the promise of something 
better than what we have ever seen. He is the best of the past (Lincoln, Civil Rights 
reformers), the defender of the best of our day (our troops, the hardest workers in 
America) and the best chance for a better future (nearly universal health care, a healed 
planet). While Sen. McCain reminds us that he is the candidate of truth and country, Sen. 
Obama teaches us that he is the candidate of hope. 
 
Section Six—“This was the moment—this was the time”:  Sen. Obama’s speech in St. 
Paul, Minnesota 
After riding the ethos of hope to a primary victory, Sen. Obama celebrates in St. 
Paul by beginning to act more Presidential than ever. In fact, this speech is most 
noteworthy for its mimicking of the most successful rhetorical strategies of past 
Presidents, emphasized most effectively by the similarity of his rhetoric to that of 
President George W. Bush. In a 2003 paper, John Murphy attempts to pinpoint the basis 
for President Bush’s very high popularity despite what he sees as an America which, at 
the time of his writing, was no more prosperous or safer than when Pres. Bush took office 
in 2001.32 Murphy argues that Pres. Bush’s popularity resulted from highly effective 
rhetoric which used three primary strategies—“choice of genre, use of visual imagery, 
and creation of self and audience” (608). Sen. Obama also makes use of all three of these 
strategies to establish his own ethos, their effect being most pronounced in his final 
primary speech. Certainly, neither Sen. Obama nor President Bush invented these 
strategies; rather, this comparison is intended merely to demonstrate the frequency with 
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which Sen. Obama uses proven Presidential rhetorical strategies once winning the 
nomination. 
With respect to genre, Murphy finds that Pres. Bush spoke “almost solely through 
the medium of epideictic rhetoric” following the September 11th attacks and leading up to 
the invasion of Iraq in 2003 (609). Although, as Murphy notes, Aristotle left no solid 
definition of epideictic rhetoric, it might be thought of as synonymous with celebratory 
rhetoric. It is rhetoric which marks an occasion, which commemorates an event, rather 
than rhetoric which attempts to argue or persuade based on arguments and principles. 
Rather than arguing what must be done, Murphy claims, Pres. Bush gave speeches which 
“focused almost entirely on national ethos” (emphasis in original, 613). Murphy finds 
that Bush celebrated the character of America and Americans, and therefore framed 
national response to tragedy in terms not of “policy, but rather as one of unity,” of acting 
as one in order to fulfill our moral obligations (617). Sen. Obama, too, shows a clear 
affinity for epideictic rhetoric, particularly in this speech. For example, this excerpt is 
from the end of Sen. Obama’s final primary speech:  
 
The journey will be difficult. The road will be long. I face this challenge 
with          profound humility, and knowledge of my own limitations. But I 
also face it with limitless faith in the capacity of the American people. 
Because if we are willing to work for it, and fight for it, and believe in it, 
then I am absolutely certain that generations from now, we will be able to 
look back and tell our children that this was the moment when we began to 
provide care for the sick and good jobs to the jobless; this was the moment 
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when the rise of the oceans began to slow and our planet began to heal; 
this was the moment when we ended a war and secured our nation and 
restored our image as the last, best hope on Earth. This was the moment—
this was the time—when we came together to remake this great nation so 
that it may always reflect our very best selves, and our highest ideals.33
 
 
Compare that segment to the excerpt below from Pres. Bush’s Address to Congress 
in 2001: 
 
I know there are struggles ahead, and dangers to face.  But this country 
will define our times, not be defined by them. As long as the United States 
of America is determined and strong, this will not be an age of terror; this 
will be an age of liberty, here and across the world. Great harm has been 
done to us.  We have suffered great loss. And in our grief and anger we 
have found our mission and our moment. Freedom and fear are at 
war. The advance of human freedom—the great achievement of our time, 
and the great hope of every time—now depends on us. Our nation—this 
generation—will lift a dark threat of violence from our people and our 
future. We will rally the world to this cause by our efforts, by our 
courage. We will not tire, we will not falter, and we will not fail.34
 
 
In both instances, the speaker is not making arguments or making any overt 
attempts at persuasion. Rather, both sections are memorializing historic events—the 
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September 11th attacks in the case of Pres. Bush, and the primary victory and impending 
campaign battle in the case of Sen. Obama. Both sections are strikingly similar in the way 
in which they call upon a national ethos to overcome great difficulty and achieve great 
things. Sen. Obama, by choosing to engage so frequently in epideictic rhetoric, becomes 
what Murphy calls “representative of the people”—his ethos embodies the best of the 
character of the many, and he becomes their leader. We must also recall again Burke’s 
concept of the representative anecdote, and ask what is excluded as well as included. 
Both men decline to define very clearly what “our very best selves and our highest 
ideals” might be. These are terms to be defined later by specific policies. To establish an 
ethos of a leader, however, does not require a President to define these terms but rather to 
celebrate their defense—a time will come to tell the people what we are defending; now 
is the time to rally them to the cause.  
In previous sections, we spoke in general terms of Sen. Obama’s more frequent use 
of image-based words. The use of such words is related to Pres. Bush’s second successful 
rhetorical device, the use of concrete anecdotes to create mental images. Murphy points 
out that Pres. Bush (like Sen. Obama) uses “personification of central themes” in order to 
“shape experiences” and “amplify visible qualities” (618, 620). On this point, it is useful 
again to take this portion of Sen. Obama’s text from the St. Paul speech and compare it to 
the second excerpt, taken from Pres. Bush’s Address to Congress: 
 
…every so often, there are moments which call on that fundamental 
goodness to make this country great again. So it was for that band of 
patriots who declared in a Philadelphia hall the formation of a more 
perfect union; and for all those who gave on the fields of Gettysburg and 
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Antietam their last full measure of devotion to save that same union. So it 
was for the Greatest Generation that conquered fear itself, and liberated a 
continent from tyranny, and made this country home to untold opportunity 
and prosperity. So it was for the workers who stood out on the picket 
lines; the women who shattered glass ceilings; the children who braved a 
Selma bridge for freedom's cause. So it has been for every generation that 
faced down the greatest challenges and the most improbable odds to leave 
their children a world that's better, and kinder, and more just. And so it 
must be for us. America, this is our moment. This is our time. 
__________ 
 
In the normal course of events, Presidents come to this chamber to report on the 
state of the Union. Tonight, no such report is needed. It has already been 
delivered by the American people. We have seen it in the courage of passengers, 
who rushed terrorists to save others on the ground—passengers like an 
exceptional man named Todd Beamer. Please help me to welcome his wife, Lisa 
Beamer, here tonight. We have seen the state of our Union in the endurance of 
rescuers, working past exhaustion. We have seen the unfurling of flags, the 
lighting of candles, the giving of blood, the saying of prayers—in English, 
Hebrew, and Arabic. We have seen the decency of a loving and giving people, 
who have made the grief of strangers their own. My fellow citizens, for the last 
nine days, the entire world has seen for itself the state of our Union and it is 
strong. 
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As can be seen clearly in the two passages, both Pres. Bush and Sen. Obama set up 
repetitions which make use of visuals to personify concepts and, subsequently, make a 
larger point. The anecdotes which both men provide the audience do the arguing for 
speaker—they demonstrate the values which the audience must uphold in order to reach 
the goal put forth by the orator. And the speaker, by creating mental images so clearly 
and engagingly articulating what must be done, is seen as a competent and strong leader. 
Murphy’s third assertion is that Pres. Bush’s choice of the epideictic genre and use 
of visuals allowed him to use another tactic which made it incredibly “difficult to dispute 
his [Pres. Bush’s] policies” (620). Pres. Bush created an audience and then presented 
himself as the ideal person to lead that audience. The President’s language “framed the 
conflict [the War on Terror] as a war between citizens and barbarians” (621). Americans 
were virtuous, and those who attacked us (and anyone who might harbor those who 
attacked us) were evil and hated us because of our virtues. Pres. Bush repeatedly 
provided the public with anecdotes which portrayed people who meant to embody 
Americans and the best of American ideals—of people, as Murphy puts it, who were 
“typically American” (emphasis in original, 622). Therefore, because Pres. Bush defined 
and demonstrated the American people as typically and naturally good, all that was 
required to overcome the tragedy that had suddenly befallen the nation was to “find 
ourselves, as Bush had found himself”(623). Because of Pres. Bush’s own “redemption 
story” of a man who struggled with alcoholism, found faith, and then because a leader, it 
became clear to the American audience that “no other man was so fitted to be America at 
this time” (623, 624). A man who lost himself and then reclaimed his intrinsic goodness 
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became our ideal and natural leader at a time when Americans were told that we too had 
to reclaim our goodness and find redemption amidst our struggles.  
Sen. Obama’s rhetoric works in much the same way as Presidents Bush’s. 
Throughout the campaign, Sen. Obama has reminded his audience that his unique 
personal history, his story as a bi-racial child not born into privilege who, through hard 
work and determination, somehow reached great heights in society, is a tale “that could 
only happen in the United States of America.” He embodies the hope that everyone might 
have a chance at greatness, and his achievements represent a fundamental change in 
society which allows new faces to make history. So when he tells his audience in St. Paul 
that they have gathered because it is “time to turn the page on the policies of the past” 
and “time to bring new energy and new ideas to the challenges we face,” he is believable 
because he represents so perfectly that mission. He creates an audience which demands 
that “change must come to Washington,” and he, like Pres. Bush, is the man for the job 
not necessarily because he is the most capable of delivering that platform but because he 
is that platform. Pres. Bush is redemption, Sen. Obama is hope and change. By using the 
same tactics as Pres. Bush in creating an audience, Sen. Obama is able to establish his 
ethos as the only man capable of leading that audience through what he calls a “defining 
moment for our nation.” 
The comparison to the most successful strategies of Pres. Bush during his most 
popular years demonstrates the ease with which Sen. Obama was able to incorporate 
traditional presidential rhetoric into his campaign. For America to elect a man with 
minimal experience and who does not look like past Presidents, it would be helpful if that 
man acted Presidential in his rhetoric. President Bush borrowed these tactics from past 
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Presidential successes, and Sen. Obama is now doing the same. This strategy allows Sen. 
Obama to cultivate the ethos of a competent leader, a facet of ethos which is absolutely 
essential to election to the highest office. 
 
Section Seven—“Stake our claim on this century”: Sen. McCain’s speech in Columbus, 
Ohio 
What we have seen is that Sen. Obama makes many of the same rhetorical 
decisions that Pres. Bush made at the height of his popularity, and the result is an 
effectively created ethos of strong, capable, and unique leadership. However, the speech 
Sen. McCain gave in Columbus suggests that he, too, had recent Republican rhetoric on 
his mind during the formulation of his ethos. The two speeches we analyzed earlier 
displayed Sen. McCain crafting the same ethos that won him much support and respect in 
2000—a strong military hero, an honest man, a bipartisan maverick. This speech, 
however, shifts the focus from refining his already understood personal ethos to rejecting 
the perceived ethos of the Republican party.  
Sen. McCain proves himself keenly aware of the party ethos created by some of the 
most recent failed Republican national campaigns, most notably those of Pres. George 
H.W. Bush and Vice-President Dan Quayle in 1992 and Sen. Bob Dole in 1996. During 
the 1992 Presidential campaign, Vice-President Dan Quayle criticized the popular 
television character Murphy Brown because her life as a single mother celebrated a 
“poverty of values.”35 However, James McLeod notes in his 1999 article that by the time 
Vice-Pres. Quayle was deriding single-motherhood, the so-called “nuclear family ideal” 
of “two parents, no divorces, and no children from previous marriages”36 was not in fact 
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indicative of most U.S. families (364). During the same campaign season, The New York 
Times reported that President Bush appeared “amazed to see an ordinary grocery price 
scanner,”37
 
 a device most Americans were accustomed to using every week. Thanks to 
such public debacles, Americans began to believe the Republican party was out of touch 
with the current values of American society. The idea that Republicans were out of touch 
became part of their party ethos. In his 1996 acceptance speech at the Republican 
National Convention, Sen. Dole voluntarily chose to let this same ethos define himself 
and the party, as he said the following: 
Let me be the bridge to an America than only the unknowing call myth. 
Let me be the bridge to a time of tranquility, faith and confidence in 
action. And to those who say it was never so, that America's not been 
better, I say you're wrong. And I know because I was there. And I have 
seen it. And I remember.38
 
 
Sen. Dole chooses to directly tell his audience that he accepts the nomination of a 
party which represents the values of the past, only compounding the problems of party 
ethos which Pres. Bush and Vice-Pres. Quayle faced in 1992. The Republican ticket lost 
both elections to Pres. Bill Clinton and Vice-Pres. Al Gore, a ticket voters saw as 
representing the values of ordinary workers and as constructing a bridge not to the past 
but rather to the future.  
Sen. McCain was clearly aware of the party ethos problems which caused some 
previous Republican campaigns to sink, and he fights that ethos ferociously in the 
Columbus speech. In fact, the speech is aimed entirely at the future, as McCain speaks of 
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America not as it used to be but as it will be at the end of his first term. Sen. McCain tells 
his audience that he knows they “want to move this country forward and stake our claim 
on this century,”39
 
 and he therefore sets forth extensive and ambitious goals to emphasize 
that the Republican Party is not out of touch or stuck in a previous era. The speech is 
essentially policy-oriented, yet it is an important milestone in the campaign with concerns 
to ethos. It is his most obvious attempt to separate himself from the perceived ethos of 
many in his party. Setting the speech in January of 2013, Sen. McCain provides 
snapshots of his administration from 2009-2013, setting goals and policies which position 
him as someone forward-thinking and innovative, in direct contrast to the traditional 
ethos of his party as outdated and directed towards the past: 
After efforts to pressure the government in Sudan over Darfur failed again 
in the U.N. Security Council, the United States, acting in concert with a 
newly formed League of Democracies, applied stiff diplomatic and 
economic pressure that caused the government of Sudan to agree to a 
multinational peacekeeping force…to stop the genocide that had made a 
mockery of the world's repeated declaration that we would "never again" 
tolerate such inhumanity. 
__________ 
The United States is well on the way to independence from foreign 
sources of oil; progress that has not only begun to alleviate the 
environmental threat posed from climate change, but has greatly improved 
our security as well. A cap and trade system has been implemented, 
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spurring great innovation in the development of green technologies and 
alternative energy sources. 
__________ 
Scores of accomplished private sector leaders have joined the ranks of my 
administration for a dollar a year and have instituted some of the most 
innovative reforms of government programs ever known, often in 
partnership with willing private sector partners. A sense of community, a 
kinship of ideals, has invigorated public service again. 
__________ 
I will ask Congress to grant me the privilege of coming before both houses 
to take questions, and address criticism, much the same as the Prime 
Minister of Great Britain appears regularly before the House of Commons. 
 
Included in these examples are ideas which had hardly been discussed at all during 
the campaign, even by Sen. McCain himself. Ideas such as the new League of 
Democracies, the British-style question session, and the plan to revitalize public service 
all are intended to show Sen. McCain to be innovative. Traditional conservative ideals 
such as lower taxes, a strong military and tough foreign policy, and trust in the free 
market are still present in the speech. However, although Sen. McCain advocates these 
positions, they do not feel like the same positions of candidates of old because they are 
set in the context of this new era, the “era of problem solving,” where America’s lot is as 
good as it has ever been.  
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Sen. McCain reverts back to his old campaign themes in the final paragraph of the 
speech, reminding his audience once again that he is an honest patriot and maverick. 
Those traits are facets of his ethos which he is unwilling to toss aside in this new, sleeker 
version of himself. This speech, then, does not change anything about Sen. McCain that 
his audience might have already thought about him. It merely adds a new component to 
his ethos—he is now, unlike Republicans whom Americans had rejected in recent 
elections, an innovator and a visionary. 
 
Section Eight—“That’s not change we can believe in”: Sen. McCain’s speech in 
Kenner, Louisiana 
Sen. McCain’s strategy of positioning himself as a visionary works well when his 
Columbus speech is complemented with his Kenner speech, where he again consistently 
drives home his focus on the future. He frames the election as a choice between “going 
forward and going backward”40
 
 and claims the role of forward-thinking party for the 
Republicans. This excerpt emphasizes that his party is actually on the forefront of a 
revolution, that his candidacy is a bridge to the future: 
The right change recognizes that many of the policies and institutions of 
our government have failed. They have failed to keep up with the 
challenges of our time because many of these policies were designed for 
the problems and opportunities of the mid to late 20th Century, before the 
end of the Cold War; before the revolution in information technology and 
rise of the global economy. The right kind of change will initiate 
widespread and innovative reforms in almost every area of government 
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policy -- health care, energy, the environment, the tax code, our public 
schools, our transportation system, disaster relief, government spending 
and regulation, diplomacy, the military and intelligence services. Serious 
and far-reaching reforms are needed in so many areas of government to 
meet our own challenges in our own time. 
 
Sen. McCain in fact attempts to persuade his audience that Sen. Obama “represents 
the old ways of government,” and that only Sen. McCain and his party can truly “rethink, 
reform, and reinvent” government in order to avoid “repeating the mistakes of the last 
half century.” This speech is the logical follow-up to his future and goal-oriented speech 
in Columbus, as it attempts to solidify his position as the candidate from the party of the 
future rather than the past. Only his party can assure “the future security and prosperity of 
American families.” Rather than the outdated party of Bush, Quayle, and Dole, his party 
is cutting edge. Clearly, Sen. McCain delivered these speeches with an eye towards 
avoiding past Republican mistakes and reformulating the ethos of the party. As Figure 4 
suggests, however, this speech also marks a dramatic shift in Sen. McCain’s rhetoric. 
 
           Fig. 4 
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The Kenner speech includes an obvious emphasis on Sen. Obama for the first time. 
This shift should, in part, be expected, as Sen. McCain delivered this speech on the day 
that Sen. Obama finally officially clinched the Democratic nomination, assuring that he 
would be Sen. McCain’s opponent. However, the difference is quite marked. The speech 
is structured around the repetition of the phrase “That’s not change we can believe in,” a 
reference to one of Sen. Obama’s campaign slogans. As often as Sen. McCain props up 
his own ethos, he attacks that of Sen. Obama. He criticizes Sen. Obama for his eagerness 
to embrace “failed ideas,” accuses him of trying to sell “false” claims to the public, and 
questions his “judgment” to the point where he claims an Obama Presidency is something 
which he simply “can’t let happen” (a quote which, not appearing in the official transcript 
released by the McCain campaign, seems to have been adlibbed by the Senator). Sen. 
McCain attempts to attack directly at the heart of Sen. Obama’s claim that he is the 
candidate that offers the hope of something different. This maneuver fits well with the 
other overarching goal of the speech—by portraying Sen. Obama as anything but the 
agent of change he claims to be, Sen. McCain cannot only attack Sen. Obama’s own 
ethos but support his own ethos as a forward-thinking, innovative candidate. 
The repetition of the word “government,” used 26 times in the text, is also an attack 
on Sen. Obama’s ethos. We must remember the emphasis which Sen. Obama has placed 
on American values in his first few speeches. Sen. McCain wishes to remind his audience 
that the leadership of an actual government, with specific programs and policies, is at 
stake in this election. This reminder undermines another aspect of the Obama Code, in 
which Lakoff claims that Sen. Obama emphasizes “values over programs.” Sen. McCain, 
in a sense, is reminding his audience that a President takes over not the hopes and dreams 
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of the nation but rather its federal government. And Sen. McCain, who jokingly reminds 
his audience that he has “a few years on [his] opponent” in obviously age and political 
experience, wishes to remind his audience of this crucial aspect of the Presidency in this 
subtle repetition of this key word. 
 
Section Nine: The end of the primary fight 
There is a clear progression in the establishment of ethos for both candidates in 
these early primary speeches. Sen. McCain began by reminding his audience who he 
was—an honest, patriotic, and unpredictable (in a good way, of course) servant. He then 
took time to suggest that he was not like the other Republicans who did not care about the 
average man or couldn’t be bothered to catch up with the current times much less look to 
the future. In the final speech we examined, Sen. McCain begins to take swings at the 
ethos of Sen. Obama.  
The change in Sen. Obama’s ethos is a bit more dramatic, due in large part that he 
was starting essentially as an unknown. He first had to convince his audience that he was 
like some of our most beloved and admired heroes, and was therefore truly American and 
worthy of America’s trust. Then, once secure that at least a large number of Americans 
had accepted him as a candidate, he began to articulate what was particularly special 
about his ethos, highlighting his ability to bring hope and change to politics. He then 
takes great care to make sure he appeared Presidential, speaking to his audience in the 
way that the most successful Presidents often have, appropriating their style while 
adjusting it to his current needs.  
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Both men were largely successful in their early efforts. It is not until later in the 
campaign that we will begin to see their respective rhetorical moves begin to diverge. 
Before moving on to the discussion of these speeches from the general campaign, 
however, it is imperative that we take time to discuss how one of the candidate’s 
addresses the most dire ethos crisis of the election. Rev. Jeremiah Wright’s sermons 
would bring Sen. Obama’s race to the forefront of the campaign in a way he had largely 
avoided, while at the same time casting a great deal of doubt over the Senator’s own 
ethos.  
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II. 
Reverend Wright 
Section One—“God damn America.” 
On March 13th, 2008, ABC News broke a story about Sen. Obama’s pastor, the 
Rev. Jeremiah Wright.41 The story, which was later picked up by all major and local 
news outlets, featured videos of impassioned sermons delivered by Rev. Wright. Excerpts 
of the videos were played incessantly on news broadcasts and widely circulated on 
YouTube, the most often repeated footage coming from his “Confusing God and 
Government” speech, in which he urged his followers to say “God damn America” rather 
than “God bless America.”42 Other inflammatory remarks blamed the United States 
government for the September 11th attacks, viciously attacked American foreign and 
racial policy, and denounced the country based on its failure to follow the Gospels. ABC 
News also reported on the perceived closeness of the relationship between Sen. Obama 
and Rev. Wright, citing the twenty years the Senator had attended Wright’s church, his 
performance of marital rites for Sen. Obama and his wife Michelle as well as baptismal 
rites for their two children, and Sen. Obama’s praise for the reverend’s “social gospel.”43 
The racial content of the speech was particularly appalling to most viewers, as it tapped 
into already-held fears about Sen. Obama. For instance, one observer from the Thinking 
Catholic Strategic Center claimed his reading of Sen. Obama’s two books during the 
primary season had convinced him that Sen. Obama was an “elitist racist” who went to 
extremes to “avoid being white…indicat[ing] a lack of integrity, a lack of self 
confidence, and a willingness to attach himself with any radical or fringe group.”44 
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The Rev. Wright scandal became a large stain on Sen. Obama’s ethos. A 
Rasmussen poll released on March 17th showed that 56% of all voters and 44% of 
Democratic voters were less likely to vote for Sen. Obama as a result of Rev. Wright’s 
comments, his favorability rating fell from 52% to 47% in the short time since the 
comments became public, and Sen. Obama’s lead in a hypothetical match-up with Sen. 
McCain in the general election tightened up in the Presidential tracking poll.45
A study of the ethos crisis of a former Democratic Presidential hopeful provides 
some clues as to how precisely scandal damages the ethos of Presidential candidates.
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The study examines the case of Colorado Senator Gary Hart, whose status as frontrunner 
for the 1988 Democratic Presidential Nomination was derailed by a sex scandal. Clearly, 
a sex scandal is in another category entirely from the problem of a controversial preacher. 
However, for a candidate whose race had made his loyalty to all races questionable in 
some people’s minds, this situation opens the candidate up to at least as much 
vulnerability as would a sex scandal. The report on Sen. Hart finds that the scandal hurt 
the candidate’s ethos in two realms—the violation of the ethos of Presidential leadership 
as well as the rejection of traditional moral values. The study shows that the public 
believed that the scandal revealed something “fundamentally ‘unpresidential’” about Sen. 
Hart, namely a “lack of judgment or integrity” (195). The same concerns apply to Sen. 
Obama’s crisis as well. As we have seen, some accused Sen. Obama of lacking integrity 
even before the Rev. Wright scandal, and his association with such a divisive figure 
certainly threw his judgment into question. Sen. Hart’s situation also demonstrates that 
Presidential scandals may also reveal in a candidate a “disregard of and disprespect for 
traditional conceptions” of the country’s deepest-held values (196). In Sen. Hart’s case, 
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his scandal revealed disrespect for marriage, honesty, and fidelity. In Sen. Obama’s case, 
his choice of pastor indicated his disrespect for the virtues of patriotism and racial 
cooperation.  
Polling with respect to how different segments of society reacted to the Hart 
scandal may have offered some advice for how Sen. Obama should go about recovering 
his damaged ethos. Polling revealed an overall slackening in favorability for Sen. Hart 
which crossed party lines in the wake of the scandal. However, those Democratic voters 
who had previously supported Sen. Hart reacted more negatively to the allegations of 
misconduct than those who had not supported him. The issue of support from within the 
party was critical to Sen. Obama, as it would be mostly Democrats voting in the 
remaining primaries he faced against Sen. Clinton. The report also finds, though, that 
“Hart’s more policy-oriented supporters did display a defensive reaction…tending to 
evaluate Hart even more positively” than before the scandal (207). Sen. Obama would 
seemingly welcome this news, assuming that the basis for his support relied mostly on 
policy issues. This hope might be ill-placed, however, given that Sen. Obama has 
explicitly chosen to prioritize values over programs or policies. Additionally, the report 
includes the frightening statistic that supporters of Sen. Hart whose support did not rely 
on policy experienced “the most dramatic shift of any group of citizens,” leaving them 
“substantially more hostile to Hart…than all but the most politically aware, morally 
conservative Republicans” (208).  
The choice to emphasize his values early in the campaign worked during the 
primaries, as Sen. Obama was able to convince his audience that his values were 
American values, a feat which would have been more difficult to pull off with regards to 
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policies, which the public often more easily assigns to either a liberal or conservative 
ideology. However, this strategy leaves him vulnerable to a crisis such as the Rev. Wright 
predicament—if his values are thrown into question, his whole candidacy is therefore in 
doubt. In this situation, or, as the Hart case demonstrates, in general character crises, it 
seems as if issues of policy and ethos become intrinsically intertwined. If a candidate is to 
repair his or her ethos in the wake of a scandal, the best way to draw back in supporters 
may be to offer some sort of policy-based reason for support.  
 
Section Two—“Perfected over time”:  Sen. Obama’s speech in Philadelphia 
Given the findings of the study of the Hart scandal, one would expect the speech 
which Sen. Obama gave in reaction to his own crisis to work on three fronts—repairing 
his ethos on the basis of Presidential leadership, doing the same on the basis of respect 
for traditional values, and offering a set of policies which could rally supporters to once 
again accept his ethos. In his “A More Perfect Union” speech in Philadelphia, Sen. 
Obama does address the judgment issue, confessing that he knows the scandal has put his 
judgment in doubt, saying that questions such as, “Why associate myself with Reverend 
Wright in the first place…?” and “Why not join another church?”47 are rightfully on the 
minds of voters. He answers this question about judgment by addressing another theme of 
Presidential leadership, integrity. In order to repair his own ethos, he attempts to repair 
the ethos of Rev. Wright, portraying him as the sort of person with whom a man of 
integrity could associate himself. Sen. Obama provides a much fuller picture of Rev. 
Wright than could be understood from the videos circulating the internet, speaking of the 
way Rev. Wright introduced a young Obama to his “Christian faith,” taught him his 
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“obligations to love one another…care for the sick and lift up the poor,” who served 
honorably as “a U.S. marine,” and who continually “serves the community by doing 
God’s work here on Earth.” In short, Rev. Wright is not simply an angry, unpatriotic, 
racist black man. He is a human who, as Sen. Obama says, “contains within him the 
contradictions—good and bad—of the community that he has served diligently for so 
many years.” Sen. Obama, then, positions himself as a man of integrity for having not 
abandoned his pastor, mentor, and friend in wake of a scandal. He frames his association 
with Rev. Wright not as an error of judgment but as an act of understanding and 
compassion. Although he presents to his audience a gentler, more palatable, and more 
decent side of Rev. Wright, Sen. Obama also is careful to separate himself from Rev. 
Wright’s violation of traditional values. Sen. Obama calls Rev. Wright’s view of America 
“distorted” and calls America “this country that I love.” He expresses deep admiration for 
the country’s Founding Fathers and what he calls their “improbable experiment in 
democracy” in a manner which, although making clear that the country must still be 
“perfected over time,” clearly demonstrates patriotism in line with traditional values.  
While Sen. Obama’s attempts to soothe perception of his ethos with regards to 
Presidential leadership and respect for values are obvious and effective, his policy 
offerings, which the Hart study suggests would be helpful to his cause, are less 
straightforward. He does address the issues he believes Americans need to focus on in the 
election and the ensuing four years. Yet, he still does not talk in specifics. The choice to 
not elaborate on his policies reflects a larger choice Sen. Obama makes with regard to the 
overall purpose of the speech—rather than simply trying to repair the damage the scandal 
has done to his ethos, he uses the scandal to further define and distinguish himself and his 
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campaign in terms of what he and his supporters value the most. What Sen. Obama 
attempts here is on a grander scale than simply trying to recover from crisis.     
 
          Fig. 5 
Figure 5 shows how prominent the issue of race is in Sen. Obama’s speech. In fact, 
Sen. Obama is careful to position himself early on in the speech as uniquely qualified to 
speak on the issue of race relations in America (an issue also tied to his seeming lack of 
respect for racial cooperation). He recites his biography with greater detail than is found 
in earlier speeches, emphasizing his experience in the white and black communities, his 
life of privilege and of struggles, and the importance of his family “of every race and 
hue.” He speaks with startling honesty about the frustrations and anger of both the white 
and black communities, of “black anger” and “white resentments,” demonstrating an 
adept understanding of both sides. But what he does so well is define his ethos in a way 
which again embodies exactly what he believes society needs. He tells his audience that 
the “profound mistake of Reverend Wright’s sermons is…that he spoke as if our society 
was static.” He tells his audience that what he knows, and indeed what they know, is 
“that America can change.” He calls for “the audacity to hope,” to heal the racial wounds 
of the country. Of course, this rhetoric is not only appropriate for the crisis at hand; it fits 
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directly into the rest of his campaign. Here, he is reminding his audience that he still 
embodies hope, just as he did after his Iowa victory. As a man half white and half black, 
an imperfect man, an unfinished man, he embodies the racial tensions of America. In this 
way, he invites his audience not simply to see him as the bridge to a solution, but to see 
that he is the solution. His mixed race is not a problem or a reason for distrust, it is an 
opportunity and a reason to believe that he might bring something special to the country, 
a different perspective, a new story, which might help the country deal with this divisive 
issue in a more productive, more satisfying way.  
This reconfiguring of his ethos to be seen as the ideal leader in this particular 
moment is only part of the grand undertaking of this speech. He also, in a subtle way, 
again calls on another political figure, borrowing his tactics and using them to fit his 
needs. Although New York Senator Robert Kennedy’s brother, President John F. 
Kennedy, often doubted the power of rhetoric to instruct the public48
 
, the younger 
Kennedy did just that on the eve of Martin Luther King, Jr.’s assassination. The excerpt 
below is from Sen. Kennedy’s speech to a predominantly black Indianapolis crowd 
announcing the death of Dr. King. What was meant to be a rally supporting Sen. 
Kennedy’s Presidential campaign became a lesson in race relations: 
In this difficult day…it’s perhaps well to ask what kind of nation we are 
and what direction we want to move in. For those of you who are 
black…you can be filled with bitterness, and with hatred, and with desire 
for revenge. We can move in that direction as a country, in greater 
polarization—black people amongst blacks, and white amongst whites, 
filled with hatred toward one another. Or we can make an effort, as Martin 
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Luther King did, to understand, and to comprehend, and replace that 
violence…with an effort to understand, compassion, and love. What we 
need in the United States is not division; what we need in the United 
States is not hatred; what we need in the United States is not violence and 
lawlessness, but is love, and wisdom, and compassion toward one another, 
and a feeling of justice toward those who still suffer…whether they be 
white or whether they be black.49
 
 
These short remarks reflect a technique which Sen. Kennedy often borrowed from 
his brother, a tactic called dissociation, which Murphy describes as the “strategy in which 
a singular entity is split into two differently valued entities” (590).50
 
 In the excerpt above, 
Sen. Kennedy breaks up the singular entity of America’s future into two distinct 
entities—a future of division and a future of unity. This technique is also found in Sen. 
Obama’s speech, as seen below: 
For we have a choice in this country. We can accept a politics that breeds 
division, and conflict, and cynicism. We can tackle race only as a 
spectacle…We can do that…That is one option. Or, at this moment, in this 
election, we can come together and say, ‘Not this time’. This time we want 
to talk about the crumbling schools that are stealing the future of black 
children and white children and Asian children and Hispanic children and 
Native American children…we want to talk about the men and women of 
every color and creed who serve together, and fight together, and bleed 
together…And today, whenever I find myself feeling doubtful or cynical 
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about this possibility, what gives me the most hope is the…young people 
whose attitudes and beliefs and openness to change have already made 
history in this election. 
 
Sen. Obama offers a similar choice to his audience, also by means of dissociation. 
He speaks less of the future and of a process than Sen. Kennedy, instead splitting up the 
present, this particular moment, into one moment in which we do not take race seriously 
and remain divided and one in which we recognize our commonality and begin to address 
real problems. More than the understanding and compassion which Sen. Kennedy asks 
for, Sen. Obama wants to begin right now to tackle “the real problem[s]” in the country 
which transcend issues of race. 
Murphy’s analysis of the rhetoric of Sen. Kennedy and President Lyndon Johnson 
suggests that Sen. Obama may be able to strengthen his own ethos by appropriating part 
of Sen. Kennedy’s style while still altering the message to make it his own. Murphy’s 
paper studies the ways in which Sen. Kennedy and Pres. Johnson “sought to provide the 
public with the most authoritative reading of John Kennedy’s legacy regarding Vietnam” 
(579). Murphy finds that Pres. Johnson tended to treat what Pres. Kennedy had said about 
Vietnam as “sacred script,” and rather than form his own policy towards the region he 
“merely sought to continue an old one” (583, 584). Pres. Johnson would quote what Pres. 
Kennedy (as well as Presidents Truman and Eisenhower) had said about Vietnam as 
evidence that American must “follow the lead” of these men, and had no choice but to 
continue to fight in the region (587). However, as Murphy reminds us, “Presidents, lead; 
they do not follow” (596). The result of this rhetorical strategy was that Pres. Johnson 
was subsequently no longer seen as a leader on the issue; he was simply “doing 
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Kennedy’s bidding and repeating Kennedy’s words” (586). He therefore lost the ethos of 
a powerful and authoritative leader. Murphy contends that Sen. Kennedy, on the other 
hand, “elaborated on his brother’s style” and used Pres. Kennedy’s words to “probe 
current issues” rather than “accept past statements” (590, 591). Murphy summarizes Sen. 
Kennedy’s rhetoric by saying that he “shift[ed] the grounds of the debate,” demonstrating 
that the key was not to “act as President Kennedy had acted” but rather “as he would have 
acted given the approach to issues revealed in his public discourse” (emphasis in original, 
591). Sen. Kennedy “recontextualized the wisdom” of his brother in order to fit the 
current set of issues (594). This strategy won Sen. Kennedy the right to speak with the 
ethos of an authoritative, wise leader. Sen. Obama, while not mentioning or directly 
quoting Sen. Kennedy, appropriates part of his style and wisdom. Yet, he does not mean 
to tell his audience that he asks for exactly what Sen. Kennedy wanted. The former U.S. 
Attorney General was a central figure in the Civil Rights fight, but his past actions and 
words do not adequately fit Sen. Obama’s call for change right now. The audience is to 
believe, however, that the sort of change Sen. Obama is advocating is what past figures of 
the Civil Rights fight would have wanted.  
We should not overplay the extent to which Sen. Obama calls upon Sen. Kennedy’s 
legacy. While speaking in Sen. Kennedy’s style might remind some older generations of 
Kennedy’s speech, there is little else in the speech which indicates that Sen. Obama 
intends his audience to directly link him with Sen. Kennedy. However, just as in his 
earlier speeches he mirrored the rhetorical style of past Presidents in order to appear 
Presidential, here he uses the style of a racial healer so that he might also soothe the 
wounds reopened by this newest race scandal. As a black man, he must go further and 
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accomplish more with his rhetoric in order to persuade his audience. His situation is 
unique to him, yet he can still use the lessons of the past to fit his own needs. Sen. 
Kennedy’s words and style still provide a framework on which Sen. Obama can begin to 
construct his own arguments. In only echoing Sen. Kennedy, Sen. Obama is able to 
assume the ethos of the powerful and wise leader capable of moving a country through 
racial tensions. 
Sen. Obama’s accomplishment in this speech is three-fold: he addresses and repairs 
damage done to his ethos by the Rev. Wright scandal, he repositions himself as the only 
candidate with the ethos to be a solution to our current problems, and he uses the style 
and ideals of Sen. Kennedy to further establish himself as the ideal leader for the country 
in this particular moment. Before concluding the speech, he uses one final strategy to 
assure that what stays with his audience are these three points and that the public’s minds 
will not return to Rev. Wright’s inflammatory words once they are played again on the 
television. He provides his audience with another concrete anecdote, speaking at length 
about a young white woman named Ashley:  
 
Ashley said that when she was nine years old, her mother got cancer. And 
because she had to miss days of work, she was let go and lost her health 
care. They had to file for bankruptcy, and that's when Ashley decided that 
she had to do something to help her mom. She knew that food was one of 
their most expensive costs, and so Ashley convinced her mother that what 
she really liked and really wanted to eat more than anything else was 
mustard and relish sandwiches…She did this for a year until her mom got 
better, and she told everyone…that the reason she joined our campaign 
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was so that she could help the millions of other children in the country 
who want and need to help their parents too…Ashley finishes her story 
and then goes around the room and asks everyone else why they're 
supporting the campaign…And finally they come to this elderly black man 
who's been sitting there quietly the entire time. And Ashley asks him why 
he's there…He simply says to everyone in the room, ‘I am here because of 
Ashley.’ 
 
This story is incredibly important to assuring that the restoration done to Sen. 
Obama’s ethos will stick. Through use of this powerful anecdote, the image of a 
seemingly furious Rev. Wright raising his voice and offending millions is replaced by 
Ashley. While his audience cannot obviously see the girl’s face, the story itself is still a 
concrete anecdote which will take prominence in the audience’s mind, forming a positive 
mental image. The replacement of Rev. Wright with Ashley works so effectively because 
Sen. Obama defines Ashley as a reminder of why the focus on the Rev. Wright scandal is 
so counter-productive. As Sen. Obama says earlier in the speech, if we focus on race as 
“spectacle” or “fodder for the nightly news” and replay Rev. Wright’s comments and 
“talk about them every day from now until the election,” people like Ashley suffer. They 
suffer, Sen. Obama tells us, because unless we change our attitude in the way he insists is 
necessary, “in the next election, we’ll be talking about some other distraction…And 
nothing will change.” Sen. Obama offers not only an image to replace the face of Rev. 
Wright but a speech which gives us the reason to refocus our attention. The combination 
of the two work to ensure that his carefully cultivated ethos will suffer the least possible 
damage from the crisis.  
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Section Three—The work left to be done 
Sen. Obama’s speech seemed to have worked in repairing his ethos, with The New 
York Times calling the speech “eloquent” and noting how Sen. Obama was brave to “put 
Mr. Wright, his beliefs and the reaction to them into the larger context of race relations 
with an honesty seldom heard in public life.”51
It would be unfair to search for such a speech from Sen. McCain’s campaign, as he 
simply did not face a crisis of such magnitude. However, the focus Sen. Obama places on 
“this moment” in this speech is a key to the distinctions that will be drawn between the 
two candidates in the next two speeches we will discuss. As Pew Research Polls showed 
that throughout the campaign, despite character crises and incessant campaigning, voters’ 
primary impressions of the two candidates wavered little.
 The editorial also calls attention to what 
we discussed earlier, that Sen. Obama “not only cleared the air over a particular 
controversy—he raised the discussion to a higher plane.” A potentially devastating 
scandal instead served to reinforce his ethos with much of the electorate and reveal the 
positive sides of his character to many who might have thought it missing.  
52 The electorate believed it 
knew who these men were, for better or worse—according to the poll, Sen. McCain was 
old, patriotic, experienced, honest, and ‘Bush-like’ while Sen. Obama was young, 
intelligent, inexperienced, charismatic, and an agent of change. The candidates had 
reinforced the good and attempted to chip away at the bad since early 2007. The 
challenge now for each candidate was not to teach the public about his ethos but rather to 
establish why a person of such character deserved a vote. After all, we must remember 
that ethos is a rhetorical and persuasive technique; Aristotle, in calling ethos the most 
effective means of persuasion, clearly illustrates that ethos, rather than being an end in 
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and of itself, must work to move the audience to a desired action. Both candidates, of 
course, asked for votes during the primary season, and they were successful enough to 
win more support than their competitors. But the general election would demand more 
from both men. The two speeches from each candidate which we will examine next will 
reveal how and with what degree of success each candidate attempted to translate his 
ethos into votes. 
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III. 
The General Election 
 
Section One—McCain vs. Obama 
After a primary season which, for one party, left the national ticket unresolved until 
voters in the final two states cast their ballots, the Democratic and Republican National 
Conventions officially nominated the two candidates and their running mates, opening up 
the two-month general election battle. For voters who had not followed the primaries 
closely, the parade of convention speeches, particularly the acceptance speeches of the 
candidates’ themselves, served as introductions to the men who would be President. What 
followed the conventions ranged from the typical to events which would be difficult for 
any campaign to absorb—three national debates, polarizing and often controversial 
campaign rhetoric, a financial meltdown on Wall Street and a protracted Congressional 
battle on how to fix it, and the continued downward spiraling of the economy which left 
few segments of the populations untouched. After these two difficult months, the 
candidates gave what were commonly called “closing argument”53 speeches as bookends 
to the convention speeches. The very term “closing argument” suggests the logic and 
coherence of a courtroom case, in which the convention speeches serve as opening 
arguments to the general election campaign. The candidates then had two months to offer 
evidence to support those opening remarks before closing with their most convincing 
summary of their case. Despite what the terminology might imply, the two candidates 
used these two speeches differently. Sen. Obama’s convention and closing argument 
speeches bolster the narrative and ethos he established during the primary season and in 
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fact deliver his final and best argument for his candidacy. On the other hand, Sen. 
McCain, while also generally remaining true to his established ethos, fails to deliver one 
overarching argument for why his ethos makes him the most deserving man for the job, a 
problem compounded by a closing argument speech which takes a much harsher and 
narrower tone than any text we will discuss. 
 
Section Two—“All across American something is stirring”: Sen. Obama’s speech in 
Denver, Colorado 
 Speaking first of Sen. Obama’s convention speech, it should not be surprising that 
he again positions himself as the candidate for change and as a man whose biography 
makes him uniquely suited to tackle present issues. He argues these points in much the 
same way as we have already seen in the four previous speeches, often lifting lines from 
those speeches and reusing them. What is most notable in this speech, however, are two 
new facets he adds to his ethos—he portrays himself as the most rational as well as the 
most insightful candidate. Sen. Obama quotes a statement from former McCain campaign 
advisor Sen. Phil Gramm, who, in an interview with The Washington Times, defended the 
economy by claiming that circumstances were not as bad as many believed and that 
America had in fact become “a nation of whiners.”54 Sen. Obama uses the “nation of 
whiners” quotation as a launch pad for a long section of the speech in which he 
establishes two poles—positioned on one pole are the “whiners” who resist “hard work” 
and expect success to be hand-fed, and on the other are those who insist that everyone is 
“on [their] own” and can not expect any help from others, as their struggles are the result 
of personal failures.55 In the following excerpt from his convention speech, Sen. Obama 
 62 
speaks about his “heroes” and the “stories that shaped [him],” using specific, concrete 
examples of Americans who are struggling yet continue to work hard: 
 
In the face of that young student who sleeps just three hours before 
working the night shift, I think about my mom, who raised my sister and 
me on her own while she worked and earned her degree; who once turned 
to food stamps but was still able to send us to the best schools in the 
country with the help of student loans and scholarships. When I listen to 
another worker tell me that his factory has shut down, I remember all 
those men and women on the South Side of Chicago who I stood by and 
fought for two decades ago after the local steel plant closed. And when I 
hear a woman talk about the difficulties of starting her own business, I 
think about my grandmother, who worked her way up from the secretarial 
pool to middle-management, despite years of being passed over for 
promotions because she was a woman. She's the one who taught me about 
hard work. 
 
This section connects Sen. Obama’s own ethos with those hard-working Americans 
who he claims occupy the middle ground between the poles he has established. After 
offering his examples, Sen. Obama describes his ethos as situated with these heroes in the 
middle ground, where the “promise” of America is found. In fact, as Figure 6 indicates, 
the idea of America’s ‘promise’ is sprinkled throughout the speech: 
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           Fig. 6 
Sen. Obama defines the promise of America as “the idea that we are responsible for 
ourselves, but that we also rise or fall as one nation; the fundamental belief that I am my 
brother’s keeper; I am my sister’s keeper.” These arguments rest on a belief in empathy, 
which Lakoff describes in his text on the Obama Code as a “Progressive” value. 
However, again, Sen. Obama articulates this value as American rather than progressive or 
liberal. In the framework he offers, he is merely trying to do what any good American 
would do—look out for his fellow countrymen in any way he can while working hard to 
provide for himself. 
Sen. Obama is hardly the first politician to articulate this definition of the American 
promise, yet he defines himself in this speech as the defender of that promise by 
explaining “exactly” what he would do as President to keep that promise, focusing 
primarily on the economic ramifications of the promise. Yet, Sen. Obama tells voters that 
he does not only embody the promise of the middle ground in economics, as this passage 
indicates:  
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We may not agree on abortion, but surely we can agree on reducing the 
number of unwanted pregnancies in this country. The reality of gun 
ownership may be different for hunters in rural Ohio than for those 
plagued by gang-violence in Cleveland, but don't tell me we can't uphold 
the Second Amendment while keeping AK-47s out of the hands of 
criminals. I know there are differences on same-sex marriage, but surely 
we can agree that our gay and lesbian brothers and sisters deserve to visit 
the person they love in the hospital and to live lives free of discrimination. 
Passions fly on immigration, but I don't know anyone who benefits when a 
mother is separated from her infant child or an employer undercuts 
American wages by hiring illegal workers. 
 
Sen. Obama demonstrates that he is in fact the rational candidate, the one who 
tosses away divisive absolutes, who does not stand on one pole or the other but in the 
middle ground which emphasizes “individual responsibility and mutual responsibility.” 
By standing in this middle ground, Sen. Obama defines his ethos not only as a unifier but 
also as the defender of “our greatest inheritance”—the true promise of America. Sen. 
Obama’s ethos, therefore, is intended to define him not as an extreme but rather a rational 
choice for the American people. In his earlier speeches, Sen. Obama used similar rhetoric 
to show that the values he stood for were American values. Here, he combines the idea 
that he represents the best of America with the idea that he can bring about hope to come 
to the idea of America’s promise—only he has the ethos which can unlock the greatest 
potential of America, because not only does he share those American values, he is 
someone special, someone different who can bring the best of those values out into the 
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political life of the country. In this way, Sen. Obama is not dangerous but rather an 
obvious choice. He is, in this understanding, what we have wanted and needed all along. 
Sen. Obama also claims in this speech that he shares a special insight with the 
American people which Sen. McCain “doesn’t get.” Sen. Obama acknowledges that 
“fulfilling America's promise will require more than just money.” It will, in fact, require 
“a renewed sense of responsibility from each of us to recover what John F. Kennedy 
called our ‘intellectual and moral strength’.” Statements such as this one are Sen. 
Obama’s attempt to establish ethos as a man who is concerned about the state of the 
economy yet who also knows that more than money defines America. In this way, again, 
he uses rhetoric similar to that of Sen. Robert Kennedy. For example, below is an excerpt 
from Sen. Obama’s speech: 
 
For part of what has been lost these past eight years can't just be measured 
by lost wages or bigger trade deficits. What has also been lost is our sense 
of common purpose - our sense of higher purpose. And that's what we 
have to restore... This country of ours has more wealth than any nation, 
but that's not what makes us rich. We have the most powerful military on 
Earth, but that's not what makes us strong. Our universities and our culture 
are the envy of the world, but that's not what keeps the world coming to 
our shores. Instead, it is that American spirit—that American promise—
that pushes us forward even when the path is uncertain; that binds us 
together in spite of our differences; that makes us fix our eye not on what 
is seen, but what is unseen, that better place around the bend. 
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The excerpt above is quite similar to the following excerpt, taken from a speech 
given by Sen. Kennedy in Detroit on May 5th, 1967: 
 
Let us be clear at the outset that we will find neither national purpose nor 
personal satisfaction in a mere continuation of economic progress, in an 
endless amassing of worldly goods. We cannot measure national spirit by 
the Dow-Jones average, nor national achievement by the gross national 
product… It does not include the beauty of our poetry or the strength of 
our marriages, the intelligence of our public debate or the integrity of our 
public officials. It allows neither for the justice in our courts, nor for the 
justness of our dealings with each other. The gross national product 
measures neither our wit nor our courage, neither our wisdom nor our 
learning, neither our compassion nor our devotion to country. It measures 
everything, in short, except that which makes life worthwhile; and it can 
tell us everything about America—except whether we are proud to be 
Americans.56
 
  
What Sen. Obama is trying to do is what Sen. Kennedy attempted to do more than 
forty years earlier—establish ethos as a man who understands what America is, who 
understands the American ethos, and therefore knows what Americans lose in times of 
great peril. The argument, in short, is that he, like past revered and insightful leaders, 
“get[s] it”, and Sen. McCain does not. Again, this rhetorical move is part of the large 
Obama Code, in which Lakoff says “morality and economics fit together.” The country’s 
financial crisis is not merely a crisis of stock market values, home foreclosures, and 
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layoffs. It is a moment of crisis that strikes at what Lakoff calls the “heart of 
government’s moral mission of protection and empowerment.”57
A final crucial element to Sen. Obama’s convention speech is his emphasis on the 
urgency of the moment. Sen. Obama uses phrases such as “defining moments like this 
one” and “at this moment, in this election” repeatedly to establish a sense of urgency. An 
entire section of his speech is structured around the repetition of the phrase “now is the 
time.” He tells his audience that “all across America something is stirring” and calls on 
the audience to turn that energy into action. Sen. Obama defines this election, therefore, 
not as a chance to start getting back to where we want to be but rather as a profound and 
immediate choice about what we want the country to be. By doing so, Sen. Obama 
establishes his ethos as a man for this moment. By aligning himself with leaders to whom 
Americans have turned in times of racial strife or in the wake of a terrorist attack, by 
proving to his audience that he understands what they have lost and knows how to get it 
back, by demonstrating how he embodies the challenges the country faces and the change 
it needs, Sen. Obama has successfully created the ethos of a leader. In this speech, he 
stresses the urgency of not just believing in but rather electing that particular leader, as 
his moment has finally come. 
 These days are not 
merely a crisis of the budget, but a crisis of the American soul. Sen. Obama sells this 
vision to his audience to shape the ethos of a man with a more comprehensive 
understanding of Americans’ struggles, as an empathizer in chief. Like the rest of his 
rhetoric, this speech places the ultimate questions of the election not on the plane of 
policies or politics, but of American values and morals. 
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Section Three—“Get back up and fight again for our country”: Sen. McCain’s speech in 
St. Paul, Minnesota 
Rather than taking the risk of adding anything new to his ethos, Sen. McCain 
instead chooses in his convention speech to emphasize two of his well-established 
qualities: his honesty and trustworthiness as well as his role as a patriotic servant who is 
ready to fight. Sen. McCain thanks undecided voters for “the opportunity to win [their] 
trust,” defends his fights against politicians who “violated their public trust,” and 
promises to “recover the people’s trust.”58 An entire paragraph is devoted to the various 
ways in which the government has lost the trust of the American public. Although the 
word ‘trust’ is used seven times, not an overwhelming number, the theme is emphasized 
in three different sections of the speech, overshadowed only by the patriotic servant 
theme.  
 
           Fig. 7 
The servant theme is established by comparing the “good fight” he fought as a military 
servant to the fight he would undergo should he serve as President. Sen. McCain tells his 
audience that he works not for a party or his own self but rather “for you.” He tells his 
audience that after experience as a prisoner of war, “I wasn’t my own man anymore. I 
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was my country’s.” He discovered the highest ambition in his life, therefore, only after 
his time as a POW. And he tells his audience that he realized that highest ambition is to 
“serve a cause greater than yourself,” to “get back up and fight again for our country.” As 
evidenced by Figure 7, the word ‘fight’ or a variation dominates the speech, being used 
twenty-four times, and it is obvious for what cause he intends to fight—the word 
‘country’ or a variation occurs twenty-seven times. To further his point, he contrasts the 
ethos of a fighter with what he believes to be the ethos of Sen. McCain Sen. Obama, 
telling his audience: 
 
I'm not running for president because I think I'm blessed with such 
personal greatness that history has anointed me to save our country in its 
hour of need. My country saved me. My country saved me, and I cannot 
forget it. And I will fight for her for as long as I draw breath, so help me 
God. 
 
Therefore, Sen. McCain’s candidacy is portrayed as a natural extension of ethos as a 
servant willing to fight for the greater good of his country. The speech is filled with 
ethical appeals, the same ethical appeals Sen. McCain has been making from the start of 
his campaign. Sen. McCain attempts to the ethical note of steadiness in this speech—ever 
since his capture, he has been his country’s loyal servant. Ever since his first campaign 
speech, he has reminded us that he will still be that loyal servant in the White House.  
At the end of the speech, Sen. McCain invites his audience to become servants with 
him and fight, not for themselves or for glory, but for their country—“a cause worth 
fighting for.” The following excerpt shows Sen. McCain attempting to bolster his ethos 
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as a fighter by encouraging his audience to adopt it as their, to rally them to a cause with 
a rousing final few lines: 
 
I'm going to fight for my cause every day as your President. I'm going to 
fight to make sure every American has every reason to thank God, as I 
thank Him…Fight with me. Fight with me. Fight for what's right for our 
country. Fight for the ideals and character of a free people. Fight for our 
children's future. Fight for justice and opportunity for all. Stand up to 
defend our country from its enemies. Stand up for each other; for 
beautiful, blessed, bountiful America. Stand up, stand up, stand up and 
fight. Nothing is inevitable here. We're Americans, and we never give up. 
We never quit. We never hide from history. We make history. 
 
There is an element of Sen. Obama’s rhetoric in this final paragraph, particularly in the 
final lines, where Sen. McCain speaks of the fighting spirit as a traditional American 
value. What Sen. McCain is telling his audience is that we are all patriotic fighters, and 
we are to remember that Sen. McCain has been all along celebrated for these qualities. 
He is not, therefore, changing his ethos much, still choosing to go with what has been 
working for so long. There is less criticism of Sen. Obama than in his Kenner speech, 
which we discussed in section eight of chapter one. There is no room for Sen. Obama 
tonight—it is an evening to celebrate the American spirit, and Sen. McCain, as the focal 
point of the evening’s events, is meant to exemplify that spirit. It is a retelling of his story 
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one more time, on the biggest stage of his life, and there is little reason to change the 
message. 
There is a problem with Sen. McCain’s ethos, however, when it is compared to 
what Sen. Obama is presenting. As we recall from our discussion about Pres. Johnson 
and Sen. Kennedy, Presidents are expected to lead. Being a public servant is certainly 
admirable, yet this particular ethos creates little urgency in a time of great national need. 
A New York Times/CBS News poll conducted in April found that 81% of Americans 
thought that “things have pretty seriously gotten off on the wrong track” in America, and 
little had happened in the interim between that poll and the convention to raise hopes.59
Yet Sen. McCain is only saying what he has been saying for nearly three decades. 
The audience may want to shake the hand of a patriotic servant, but in times of crisis they 
prefer to vote for a leader. Sen. McCain’s own advisors admit that they “had difficulty 
explaining how America will be better off for electing (as opposed to simply admiring) a 
 
Yet, while Sen. McCain speaks of change and occasionally hints at urgency, his overall 
rhetoric does not give the impression that there is an urgent need to vote for him. Rather, 
he is a man who can merely get us “back on the road to prosperity and peace” and take 
our country to a place which “remains in our reach.” He speaks of a process, of pledging 
to work for us as a servant so we might eventually get back on the right track. Yet, this 
argument does little to convince an audience that he is needed at this particular moment. 
Sen. Obama told his audience a week earlier that they faced a moment of ultimate 
decision, a moment that required us to examine our deepest-held values and pick 
someone to defend them. He told his audience that they must, at this crucial moment, 
elect him.  
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stubborn patriot.”60 Such an ethos is admirable; yet, it was something Americans already 
believed about Sen. McCain, as the polling numbers and past narratives we have already 
discussed have clearly shown. What, then, makes this moment different? Why should the 
servant lead? These are questions which Sen. McCain ought to be answering for his 
audience if he wants his ethos to persuade them to the action of voting for him. Instead, 
he is content to simply define himself as credible and hope that Americans move 
themselves to the appropriate action. Henry Johnstone and Mary Lee Mifsud have argued 
that rhetoric must be a “bridge” in addition to being a “wedge.”61
As we have shown, Sen. McCain is persuasive in defining himself and asking his 
audience to share his ethos and share in his fight. But they are never told they need to do 
it now. The ethos presented by Sen. McCain was fine until Sen. Obama’s rhetoric of 
urgency reached the fevered pitch it found in his nomination speech. The moment called 
for Sen. McCain to adapt, to acknowledge the crucial turning point of the election and 
argue why this emergency demanded him. Instead, he did not acknowledge that the rules 
had changed, and what is altogether a solid speech which establishes a very believable 
and admirable ethos simply fails to rise to the unprecedented occasion rung in by Sen. 
Obama. Sen. McCain would never recover the ground he ceded to Sen. Obama as the 
general election ratcheted up to a frantic pace. 
 That is to say, in 
addition to acting as a wedge by creating “an opening of consciousness,” rhetoric must 
also be a bridge “from awareness to judgment.” Sen. McCain’s rhetoric serves as a wedge 
which opens up the quality of his character (for those not already familiar with him), but 
fails to provide a bridge that moves that awareness towards a judgment of him as worthy 
of leading the country. 
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Section Four—The Closing Arguments: Sen. Obama’s speech in Canton, Ohio and Sen. 
McCain’s speech in Hershey, Pennsylvania 
Sen. Obama’s closing argument speech is essentially his convention speech 
message of urgency tweaked to adjust for the financial problems brought to the forefront 
of the electorate’s mind by the market collapses of September. The same phrases 
signifying urgency dot the speech (the whole speech, in fact, is structured around his 
audience being only “one week away from change in America”62
 Sen. McCain, however, does change his message slightly, finally adding a new 
sense of urgency, emphasizing that “we have to act” in this “moment of national crisis 
that will determine our future.”
), he still borrows from 
Sen. Kennedy’s explanation of what defines America, he elaborates on his biography in 
order to establish his unique ethos, and he uses concrete examples to crystallize his 
broader concepts. In the speech’s final paragraph, he also lists actions his supporters can 
take in order to bring about the outcome the country needs so badly. While still clearly 
remaining in charge, he brings everyone into the fold of his campaign, “call[ing] on our 
better angels instead of encouraging our worst instincts” in order to ensure success. He 
adds nothing truly new to his ethos, instead deciding to let the speech serve as one final 
and urgent summary of what his campaign has said from its inception. It is a closing 
argument in the sense we discussed earlier, the logical conclusion of what he had been 
building since the speech in Springfield.  
63 The problem, though, is that this urgency is directed not 
at electing a leader like Sen. McCain but rather at stopping Sen. Obama. Figure 8, the 
Word Cloud from Sen. McCain’s closing argument speech, clearly demonstrates the shift 
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in theme of Sen. McCain’s rhetoric from his other speeches, even the criticism-heavy 
speech in Kenner. 
       
  
           Fig. 8 
The implication is clear—Sen. Obama and taxes have trumped patriotism and a 
willingness to fight as the hallmarks of Sen. McCain’s rhetoric. Even when Sen. McCain 
went on the offensive in Kenner, he did not so completely abandon his message to hone 
in on his opponent. The focus here has completely shifted from Sen. McCain’s ethos to 
Sen. Obama’s ethos. The attack strategy used by Sen. McCain is typical of the findings of 
a study on negative campaigning in Presidential elections from 1960 until 2000. The 
study finds that “major-party tickets were far more attack-oriented if their election 
prospects looked bleak than if they were either nursing a safe lead or involved in a close 
race” (527). 64 With a Pew Research Center poll released on the day of the speech 
showing that Sen. Obama was favored by 52% of voters vs. 36% for Sen. McCain, 
continuing a downward trend on the polls for the Republican campaign, Sen. McCain 
was clearly behind in the race and, as a result, was likely to attack his opponent.65
Therefore, Sen. McCain in this speech is prone to often flimsy attacks about Sen. 
Obama taxing families and small businesses into oblivion, failing to have “the right 
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response” to “an international crisis”, and even “measuring the drapes” in the White 
House and “working out the details out the details with Speaker [Nancy] Pelosi and 
Senator [Harry] Reid to raise your taxes, increase spending, and concede defeat in Iraq.” 
Sen. McCain poses the following questions, which serve just as much as an attack on 
Sen. Obama as they do as support for Sen. McCain: 
 
Will we continue to lead the world's economies or will we be overtaken? 
Will the world become safer or more dangerous? Will our military remain 
the strongest in the world? Will our children and grandchildren's future be 
brighter than ours? 
 
In short, Sen. McCain paints an overly bleak picture of an Obama Presidency and says, 
simply, “We can’t let that happen.” The urgency is directed at stopping Sen. Obama 
because of what he might do, not at electing Sen. McCain because of what he would do. 
Sen. McCain in this speech seems to be speaking to a more narrow audience, as he 
attempts to encapsulate all Americans inside the persona of “Joe the Plumber.” This tactic 
may appeal to Sen. McCain’s supporters, but claiming that all Americans are like a white, 
suburban, middle-class male is reminiscent of the mistakes Pres. Bush and Vice-Pres. 
Quayle made in defining Americans. Sen. McCain also uses arguments which blatantly 
do not make sense, saying, “Senator Obama is running to be Redistributionist in 
Chief…I’m running to be Commander in Chief.” The phrase “Redistributionist in Chief” 
is an attack on Sen. Obama’s tax plan, which is an issue unrelated to the President’s role 
as the military’s Commander in Chief. Yet Sen. McCain attempts to tie the two roles 
together in a way which doesn’t fit and is confusing to most Americans who do not 
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already share Sen. McCain’s view of Sen. Obama. There is certainly room to attack Sen. 
Obama. Sen. McCain could take on Sen. Obama’s presumption that his values are 
American values. But instead, Sen. McCain argues from fear and circumstance and fails 
to offer a comprehensive, inspiring alternative set of values. His audience is meant to 
infer what his values might be, because he takes no time to articulate them. Those values 
are not those that concern him in this speech. He wishes to avoid what is wrong rather 
than offer what might be right. 
What we have, then, is a speech that is not about Sen. McCain’s ethos. As the 
underdog, he chooses to attack Sen. Obama’s ethos in the hope of making up electoral 
ground. The tone and content of the speech, though, are unlike any of the other speeches 
we have discussed and, as we have seen, seem directed at a smaller base of supporters. 
The ending of the closing argument speech is nearly identical to that of the convention 
speech, but little else is the same. The Draper article cited earlier which chronicled the 
inner workings of the McCain campaign summarizes the six narratives which the 
campaign offered the public, the six different ways Sen. McCain defined his ethos and 
that of Sen. Obama: The Heroic Fighter vs. the Quitters, Country-First Deal Maker vs. 
Nonpartisan Pretender, Leader vs. Celebrity, Team of Mavericks vs. Old-Style 
Washington, John McCain vs. John McCain, The Fighter (Again) vs. the Tax-and-Spend 
Liberal66. While the sixth narrative is evident in this speech, it is the fifth narrative, the 
unintended fight broadcast to the public, which steals the majority of attention. The 
members of the audience remember the John McCain whose ethos they believed in, the 
man whom they thought honest and patriotic, whom they believed to be a maverick, a 
servant, and a hero. Yet, in this speech, they see a smaller John McCain, one who is 
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inciting fear and anger and relentlessly attacking out of desperation. And for this reason, 
the attack strategy could not work. ‘John McCain the negative campaigner’ did not fit 
with his antecedent ethos. It was not the man his public knew, and therefore it created a 
sort of disturbing dissonance while still providing no significant reason to translate our 
evaluation of Sen. McCain’s ethos into a vote. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 78 
IV. 
Summary and Conclusions 
 
In the six speeches analyzed from the campaigns of Sen. McCain and Sen. Obama, 
our four expectations were confirmed. Sen. McCain and Sen. Obama both attempted to 
establish a slightly different ethos from one another from the outset of their campaigns, 
most notably in the way Sen. McCain focused on the servant and honesty issues and the 
way in which Sen. Obama portrayed himself as both similar to other past leaders while 
also unique in his own right. Both candidates also demonstrated an awareness of the 
ethos of candidates and parties in previous Presidential elections. Both candidates also 
proved aware of their own antecedent ethos. Finally, Sen. Obama’s rhetoric and attempts 
at establishing ethos were ultimately more successful than those of Sen. McCain, as 
evidenced primarily in a comparison of the final two speeches chosen from each 
campaign.  
This study has been related to the larger discipline of rhetoric wherever appropriate, 
and it leaves open many opportunities for future study. More speeches and more 
mediums of persuasion can be added to the study in order to get a more comprehensive 
picture of the ethos each candidate attempted to establish. Although I conclude that Sen. 
Obama was more successful at establishing ethos, exit polling shows that, among those 
voters who said that the candidates’ “leadership/personal qualities” were most important 
to their vote, 59% voted for Sen. McCain and only 39% voted for Sen. Obama.67 It is 
difficult to account for this disparity between my analysis and the exit polling. My initial 
reaction is to note that although more of Sen. McCain’s supporters cited character as 
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being most important, this data alone does not indicate that Sen. McCain was more 
successful in establishing ethos. While many might question Sen. Obama’s ethos with 
greater intensity, I find that reality to be a result more directly attributable to his obstacles 
to establishing ethos (his race, the Wright scandal, etc.) rather than his own efforts. It is 
not contradictory to assume that more people still believed in Sen. Obama’s ethos but that 
those who did approve of him were more adamant in their disapproval than those who 
disapproved of Sen. McCain. Whatever the cause may be, however, this issue is one that 
certainly may prove fertile ground for further study. Additionally, in his candidacy 
announcement, Sen. Obama uses the word ‘can’ twenty-six times and the word ‘can’t’ 
just once, while Sen. McCain uses both words six times. An entire study could focus on 
such discrepancies in word choice and what those differences might mean. Of course, 
aspects of rhetoric not covered in this study, such as logos and pathos, merit further 
attention.  
The previously cited paper by Sigelman and Buell begins with the following note: 
 
Most election forecasters maintain that campaigning in U.S. presidential 
races rarely alters outcomes preordained by the economy and a few other 
factors. By contrast, most campaign strategists believe that good 
campaigners can beat bad ones, even when the initial odds appear 
daunting. (518) 
 
 The follower of politics within me tends to believe the first statement. So many 
political factors favored Sen. Obama in this race that victory for Sen. McCain was nearly 
impossible. An extraordinarily unpopular incumbent Republican President, a much 
 80 
greater emphasis on domestic rather than foreign affairs, and the historical difficulty of 
one party holding onto the Presidency for more than eight consecutive years were all 
circumstances which favored a generic Democrat over a generic Republican. Sen. 
Obama’s prolific fundraising, unprecedented campaign ground game, and the influx of 
new voters registering as Democrats only worked to augment Sen. Obama’s advantage. 
The point could be made, and almost certainly will by some, that all the speeches, all the 
efforts at establishing ethos, really changed few minds, that most people pretty much 
knew who they were going to vote for all along. I can certainly understand this argument. 
However, this study from the beginning has been an analysis of rhetoric rather than 
politics. And the worth of rhetoric is based on persuasion, on that fundamental belief that 
Sen. Obama mentions in his speech on Rev. Wright—that our society is not static. We 
want to believe that no matter how bad the economy might be or how long a war might 
drag on, the voters’ minds can be changed because they want to know what a man or 
woman is like, want to believe in him or her and judge that person as someone of 
integrity and character before casting their vote. As long as we hold onto this belief, there 
will be a place for rhetoric in the public debate surrounding elections.  
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